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Introduction

In the fall of 1904, young Upton Sinclair set out for Chicago,
determined to write the great labor novel of the twentieth cen¬

tury. As Harriet Beecher Stowe had done with her description of
life under chattel slavery in Uncle Tom's Cabin, so Sinclair would
spark a storm of protest over the conditions facing the "wage
slaves of the Beef Trust," Chicago's immigrant packinghouse
workers. For seven weeks the young writer lived among the
butcher workmen and -women and their families, carefully study¬
ing their work and their community. Dressed in overalls and car¬

rying a metal lunch pail, Sinclair haunted the killing floors and
canning rooms, the saloons and tenements of Packingtown. His
research paid off in remarkably vivid descriptions of its residents'
living and working conditions. The Jungle caused an immediate
sensation and is often given credit for prompting passage of the
Meat Inspection Act of 1906 by highlighting the filthy conditions
under which America's food was produced. '

As an exposé of corrupt corporate practices. The Jungle was a
striking success. The plight of the immigrant worker, however,
was lost somehow in the uproar over tainted meat. "I aimed at the
public's heart," Sinclair later wrote, "and by accident I hit it in
the stomach. "2

Sinclair's classic fictional indictment of American big business
has left us with powerful images of early twentieth-century labor
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and capital. On one side stood the giant "meat trust," drawing on
huge wealth, producing its commodities with assembly-line preci¬
sion, and distributing them throughout the world with compli¬
cated marketing arrangements. On the other side stood the great
mass of unskilled packinghouse workers—weak, badly divided by
race and nationality, thoroughly demoralized. Sinclair's workers
are beaten, degraded men and women. Dehumanizing metaphors
abound as the people of Packingtown are consumed by the giant
technology which surrounds them. They become "cogs in the
great packing machine."

The real-life context for Sinclair's story was a dramatic transfor¬
mation of the American political economy which took place be¬
tween the end of the nineteenth century and the early 1920s.
During these years the economy itself sustained a second indus¬
trial revolution, while progressive political reforms enlarged the
role of the state considerably.

The structural aspects of this revolution and its political impli¬
cations are clear. Productivity, manufacturing output, and profits
all soared. Through a matrix of mergers, the nation's largest bank¬
ing houses increasingly concentrated capital in each industry into
a few large firms that dominated their respective markets. These
efforts left the economy more streamlined and manageable but
also less competitive. By comparison to nineteenth-century en¬
trepreneurial firms, these new corporate giants were intricate sys¬
tems, each integrating a wide range of functions into a single
highly structured and centralized bureaucracy. As production out¬
ran domestic demand at the end of the nineteenth century, cor¬
porate leaders turned their attention increasingly abroad, not only
for commodity and investment markets, but also for new sources
of labor. As they became more dependent on the international
market and more concerned with regulating and planning eco¬
nomic development, businessmen also relied increasingly on fed¬
eral government intervention to carry out necessary reforms and
coordinate a policy which ensured stable growth. Thus, big busi¬
ness and big government became more closely integrated. While
many historians might not accept Lenin's formulation that these
"imperialist" characteristics represented the highest stage in capi¬
talist development, most would concede that the American politi¬
cal economy entered a new era during the early twentieth century.^
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But what were the social implications of this transformation?
What did the "rise of big business" mean for those who produced
the system's wealth? By comparison to our finely textured view of
workers' lives during earlier periods of industrialization, the labor
history of the early twentieth century is far less developed/ One
of the ironies of the field, for example, is that scholars have
turned their attention only recently to the sort of work which be¬
came characteristic of twentieth-century American industry. A
new interest in management and worker consciousness and
behavior in the workplace has helped to balance labor historians'
strong interest in working-class culture with an emphasis on the
social relations of production.^ Yet even the most sophisticated
analyses of mass-production work and scientific management re¬
forms fail to gauge the full impact of this transformation of work
because they have largely ignored its effects on standards of living
and on family and community life.

Local community studies have been somewhat more success¬
ful in this regard. The few we have for the early twentieth cen¬
tury have provided important empirical data on the relationship
among work, community, and family life. Nearly all of these stu¬
dies, however, deal with workers living in towns and small cities
dominated by a single industry. In steel and textile mill towns
and in coal company towns, corporations were often able to exer¬
cise control quite directly through manipulation of politics, police,
and even cultural institutions. Many of the nation's workers con¬
tinued to live in such communities during the early years of this
century, but an increasingly large number lived in neighborhoods
like the one Sinclair portrayed in his novel—ethnic enclaves in
Detroit, Cleveland, Chicago, and other large industrial cities.
While the impact of industry on workers' lives was often dramatic,
the employer's influence was generally less decisive than in a
company town. Chicago's immigrant workers, for example, cre¬
ated their own ethnic communities in the midst of a cosmopolitan
industrial city with a strong labor movement and a long tradition
of working-class solidarity, and these factors had an important ef¬
fect on class relations in industry.^

Work and Community in the Jungle concerns itself with this world
of the big-city neighborhood and the large mass-production fac¬
tory and, more broadly, with the social implications of early mo-
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nopoly capitalism for the lives of American workers. The book
focuses on slaughtering and meat-packing workers in what Sin¬
clair called "the Jungle," Chicago's Union Stockyards and the
working-class neighborhoods which grew up around them in the
early years of this century. It has four broad themes: the experi¬
ence of mass-production work; the quality of working-class life;
the process of class formation and fragmentation; and the chang¬
ing character of class relations.

Chicago's packinghouse workers provide an excellent case
study of the remaking of the American working class during the
early twentieth century. The packing companies' strong market
position, their sophisticated corporate bureaucracies and highly ra¬
tionalized production systems are representative of the "trusts"
which came to dominate many sectors of the American economy
in this era. The situation of the butcher workmen and -women

themselves raises many of the most fundamental questions fac¬
ing scholars of twentieth-century American workers. How did
changes in the structure of the economy affect the experience of
work; relations within the family and among groups in the com¬
munity; the prospects for one's children under the system.'* How
did the increasing ethnic and racial diversity among workers shape
working-class organization and the character of class conflict.^ How
were recent immigrants and rural migrants acculturated in the
context of large-scale industry and ethnic neighborhoods.? What
changes can we see in the patterns of working-class organization,
protest, and accommodation.? What role did the state play in class
relations.?

Any answers to these questions must concern themselves with
both the workplace and the community and with the dynamic re¬
lationship between these two crucial dimensions of working-class
life. The starting point here, however, is not with the myriad eth¬
nic cultures which characterized the butcher workmen and other
groups of workers in this era, but rather with an experience which
so many of them shared—mass-production work.

MASS-PRODUCTION WORK

Popular images of mass-production work often center on the per¬
sonal effects of assembly-line manufacture. Perhaps one of the
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most familiar is the situation portrayed in Charlie Chaplin's 1936
film Modem Times, in which a lone operative struggles to keep up
the pace in a factory dominated by big machines. The human
spirit wilts in a blur of levers and cogs.

Some recent studies of the early twentieth-century transforma¬
tion of work, while far more sophisticated than Chaplin's, have
also emphasized this technological dimension.^ But the introduc¬
tion of mass-production techniques was not simply a matter of
getting machines to do the work of people; it involved a change
far more fundamental than the mechanization of specific produc¬
tion tasks. Indeed, in the case of packing, the first real assembly-
line industry, one finds precious little mechanization of the actual
slaughtering and cutting operations. Nor was the assembly line a
natural product of some faceless, inevitable process of "moderni¬
zation."® Rather, it represented a major offensive in the ongoing
struggle over the character of work.^ What is described as man¬

agement "rationalization" of work was often a much more com¬

plex, dialectical process involving worker initiatives as well as
those of management. This was a political conflict in the broadest
sense of the term because it revolved around the crucial problem
of power relations at the workplace, specifically the power to de¬
cide what constituted proper behavior and then to enforce those
norms. How much work.^ How fast.^ In meat packing recurrent
conflicts erupted between management and workers over pro¬
duction levels, work rules, and a wide range of other issues. The
first chapter of this book analyzes the assembly line and other
mass-production processes as part of this struggle for control and
places them within the context of the meat-packing industry,
with its large-scale bureaucratic corporations and the peculiar
market forces which helped to shape management psychology.

COMMUNITY, FAMILY, AND THE QUALITY OF LIFE

How did these changes in the character of work affect the quality
of peoples' lives in the community.^ Part of the answer lies in
analyzing working-class living standards under early monopoly
capitalism.'® Because a rising standard of living is often advanced
as an explanation for the relative conservatism of American work¬
ers in the twentieth century, some assessment of the problem is
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crucial to understanding not only the impact of economic change,
but also the evolution of class relations. Economic historians, ap¬

proaching the problem from the perspective of rapid economic
growth, have generally taken an optimistic view. Pointing to ag¬
gregate statistics which show rising real wages and per capita in¬
come and a decline in average working hours, they have con¬
cluded that, while American worker and capitalist may not have
shared equally in the fruits of high productivity, both benefited. "

Clearly there are limitations to the approach economic histori¬
ans have taken. One consequence of the increasing complexity of
production processes was the diffusion of job hierarchies with a
wide range of wage rates for skilled and semiskilled workers and a
disparity within the working class between these groups and the
great mass of common laborers.'^ National averages for earnings
and per capita income may mask all sorts of disparities in wages,
working conditions, and wealth. Even if we could refine the fig¬
ures to reflect the experience of the armies of common laborers
whose incomes must have fallen considerably below the mean, we
would still miss vital aspects of workers' lives which were affected
by their status in society but are not shown clearly by such gross
economic indicators.

In order to capture the full impact of new production methods
beyond the walls of the packing plants, I have followed workers
into their neighborhoods and even into their homes. The most
comprehensive analysis of this community dimension is contained
in chapter 3, but I have kept my sights trained on the neighbor¬
hood as well as on the workplace throughout this study.

I have approached the problem of the standard of living by con¬
sidering a very broad range of conditions which might more prop¬
erly be grouped under the term "quality of life." These include
not only such factors as working hours and wages but also the
physical environment in which workers and their families lived—
housing, population density, pollution, and sanitation—and the
relationship between these factors and health. My analysis relies
heavily on empirical data, but I am most concerned with the sub¬
jective problem of human motivation and behavior. The data are

important because they provide a crucial backdrop for under¬
standing the tenacity with which communities around the stock-
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yards fought during strikes. Packinghouse workers joined unions
and struggled for employment security and higher wages because
unionization was linked in their minds with improving the quality
of life and creating a viable community.

Converging with the optimism of the economic historians are
many recent studies by scholars of the family which have em¬
phasized its importance as an "independent variable" in the pro¬
cess of industrialization. Citing ethnic cultural influences and the
economic strategies available to such families, these writers have
explained working-class life primarily in terms of the "life
choices" concept employed by modernization theorists. It is
wrong, they argue, to see families simply as "products" of
economic conditions. Families were subject to a whole range of
demographic and cultural influences that affected their structure
and behavior as much as or more than did economic conditions.

This research has influenced me, and I have considered such
factors as family cycle in my analysis. If I have tended to em¬
phasize work and work-related problems—low wages, irregular
employment, industrial accidents, and illnesses—in describing
Packingtown's families, it is because these were the critical factors
in this particular case. Since it was so heavily composed of com¬
mon laborers, Packingtown is representative of only one type of
working-class community in this era, but there should be a place
for its families in the developing historical synthesis of American
family life.

UNITY AND FRAGMENTATION

The impact of new work methods went beyond the walls of the
factory to affect the composition of the labor force and relations
among workers. In meat packing and in many other industries,
the laboring population was fundamentally reconstituted in the
first two decades of the twentieth century. The resulting ethnic,
racial, gender, and skill diversity considerably complicated the
process of working-class formation. Chicago's Union Stockyards
provide a case study of class formation and fragmentation within
an extremely diverse working-class population. Here, thousands
of young peasants and laborers only recently arrived from the
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towns, forests, and farms of the Russian and Austro-Hungarian
empires mingled with seasoned Irish and German butchers and
black migrants from the Deep South, While men did most of the
industry's heavy work, they were joined by a growing stream of
young, single women and later, during World War I, by thousands
of married women and mothers. Packed into the crowded neigh¬
borhoods of Chicago's vast industrial South Side, these workers
exemplify the divisions within the American working class during
this era.

How did workers from such diverse backgrounds interact with
one another, as they undoubtedly did in some circumstances.^ Is it
possible to distinguish factors which contributed to class cohesion
from those which led to disintegration.? In short, what can the ex¬
perience of Chicago's butcher workmen and -women tell us about
the problems of class formation and fragmentation in the early
twentieth-century United States.?

CORPORATE LIBERALISM AND CLASS CONFLICT

A history of Chicago's packinghouse workers can also tell us much
about the broader problem of relations between capital and labor
during these years. While labor historians have concentrated on
divisions within the working class, business and political histori¬
ans have started at the other end of the social structure. They
stress the tremendous power and growing sophistication of the
corporate elite who guided the nation's largest business institu¬
tions and often its political affairs as well. Some have explained
this group and its labor relations largely in terms of ideology, pos¬
tulating a pervasive "corporate liberal" consensus among impor¬
tant business and labor leaders gathered around the National
Civic Federation. These historians emphasize the increasingly
conservative and bureaucratic character of the dominant American
Federation of Labor (AFL) leadership on the one hand, and on
the other the attempt by progressive corporate executives to co-
opt the labor movement through relatively high wages, welfare
programs, and, if necessary, collective bargaining. Underlying
such formulations is the notion that the largest and most
profitable firms could afford to take this more enlightened view
because of their dominance in the marketplace.
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The state's role in labor relations is central to this analysis of
corporate liberalism. The idea of a maturing and increasingly
close relationship between big business and the government dur¬
ing the early twentieth century provides a perspective too often
missing from labor history studies, which frequently deal only
with employer-employee relations. Local, state, and federal gov¬
ernments all played an important role in disciplining the labor
force and breaking strikes throughout the late nineteenth century.
But the federal government also tried to stabilize industrial rela¬
tions in the early twentieth century through various forms of
mediation, arbitration, and labor reform legislation.

Scholars of corporate liberalism have been important in linking
the relations between labor and capital to a coherent analysis of
the American political economy as a whole in the early twentieth
century, and I have tried to relate my analysis to this broader con¬
text. But this top-down approach, with its emphasis on the writ¬
ings and pronouncements of corporate executives and union of¬
ficials, may be misleading. What did corporate liberalism look like
and how effective was it from the vantage point of the shop floor
rather than the boardroom.? How well can the corporate liberal
analysis explain management behavior in the Chicago context.?
And what effects did government intervention have on labor or¬
ganization, negotiation, and conflict.?

In part, this book is an attempt to reconstruct the complex micro¬
cosm of workers' lives at the factory and in the community. In
this sense the story might help us better understand what life
must have been like for such people. But the book is also an argu¬
ment for the importance of such lives in the broader stream of
American history. Despite its vivid descriptions of work and living
conditions. The Jungle is not an entirely accurate portrayal of
working-class life in early twentieth-century America. The main
element missing from much of Sinclair's historic drama is any
notion of human agency, and yet in real life the behavior of
the workers themselves constituted a crucial dimension of the
story. Chicago's packinghouse workers were not the hopeless,
animal-like creatures described in Sinclair's novel, but rather
active agents in the transformation which swept urban industrial
America in the early part of this century. Their personal lives
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are of interest to any sympathetic observer, but it is their role as
agents of social change that makes their experiences historically
significant.
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1
The Meat-packing Industry:

Monopoly Capital and Mass Production

Jurgis went down the line with the rest of the visitors, staring
open-mouthed, lost in wonder. He had dressed hogs himself in the
forest of Lithuania; but he had never expected to live to see one
hog dressed by several hundred men.

Upton Sinclair, The Jungle

Charles Edward Russell called it "the greatest trust in the world."
For millions of American farmers, industrial workers, and profes¬
sional reformers throughout the late nineteenth and early twen¬
tieth centuries, the meat-packing industry and its corporate giants
symbolized the growth of monopoly capitalism in the United
States. Some historians have questioned whether this "Meat
Trust" and its counterparts in other industries possessed the sort
of decisive control that has been attributed to them. Certainly
these were not monopolies in the purest sense of the term. Yet
the industry was a model of what Alfred Chandler has described
as "oligopolistic" industrial growth. The grip which the "Big
Five" packers—Swift, Armour, Morris, Cudahy, and Schwarzs¬
child and Sulzberger (later Wilson)—held on the developing na¬
tional and international markets shaped the character of labor rela¬
tions in the industry from the late nineteenth century on. '



14 Work and Community in the Jungle

The formation of a mass market for meat products pressed the
packers to rationalize packinghouse work, creating in the process
one of the earliest mass-production industries. While their domi¬
nance in the marketplace made them imposing adversaries of any
workers' movement, their reorganization of work brought them
greater control over the system of production and the labor
market.

The Big Five were in many respects characteristic of corpora¬
tions in highly concentrated markets, but the packers were not
omnipotent. The peculiarities of their product placed constraints
on technology and forced them to cut costs. In the midst of a
developing monopoly system, wages and basic work rules pro¬
vided the source for recurrent conflicts, and the packinghouses
remained battlegrounds through much of the era of "corporate li¬
beralism."

THE CORPORATE OLIGOPOLY

As early as the mid-nineteenth century, a fairly high degree of
geographic concentration was achieved in the hog-slaughtering in¬
dustry around Cincinnati. By the 1842-43 season nearly half of all
commercially dressed hogs were packed in the ten largest packing
centers, located along the rivers of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and
Kentucky. Cincinnati became the center of by-product manufac¬
turing and of a lucrative pork export trade. But the various stages
in the production process—slaughtering, packing, marketing, and
distribution—remained separate, and the scale of production re¬
mained small. Even after the rise of the railroad shifted the focus
of production to larger houses in Chicago during the 1850s and
1860s, few if any plants had more than 100 employees. As late as
1880, the average number of workers in Illinois plants was 190,
and most still had considerably fewer than 100. The industry also
remained highly competitive. In 1863 Chicago had at least forty-
five packinghouses, including several which killed more than
100,000 cattle and hogs per year, and by 1880 the number of
houses in the city had actually increased. ^

Competition in the industry, its unintegrated business struc¬
ture, and its small-scale production facilities were all products of
its seasonality. Meat was highly perishable. Until an efficient
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means of refrigerated transportation was perfected, slaughtering,
packing, and shipping could be carried on only during cool
weather. The market remained regional at best.

The origins of the modern packinghouse lie in the growth of a
national urban market for dressed meat from the late 1870s

through the 1890s. The men who built this market and the
modern business organizations that serviced it were classic
nineteenth-century entrepreneurs. Most, like Philip Danforth Ar¬
mour and Gustavus Swift, were from old-line Yankee families in
the Northeast. They had made some money in commerce in the
period after the Civil War and were willing to take a risk in mak¬
ing their fortunes. In pursuit of this goal, they created some of
the most modern business organizations of the era. From its in¬
ception, the market structure and corporate organization of the in¬
dustry, perfected by Gustavus Swift, provided a model for highly
rationalized growth through vertical integration. The leading
packers integrated all major economic functions within their
firms: purchasing of raw materials, manufacturing, distribution,
and finance.^

The packers developed their market through a network of
branch houses, each with its own storage facilities and sales organ¬
ization, while railroads brought the firms' products to more re¬
mote towns. As their system grew, the range of their products also
expanded. The packers sought to drive prices down by fully util¬
izing their raw material—the animals they slaughtered. This
meant not only the marketing of more meat products but also the
development of an extensive by-product industry. Glue, fertil¬
izer, soap, and oil and tallow works grew up within or around the
packinghouses to transform what was once refuse—blood, bone,
horn, and hoof—into valuable commodities. A measure of the
packers' success in this area is the fact that by the early twentieth
century the return on dressed meat was lower than what it cost to
produce it, but by-product utilization still allowed the packers
high profits.'*

The range of packinghouse commodities generated from the
time the animal was knocked unconscious to the final distribution
of meat and by-products demanded an elaborate marketing opera¬
tion. The complexity of the production process itself called for a
sophisticated cost-accounting system. The emphasis on expand-
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ing the product line led the packers to establish some of the earli¬
est research and development departments. All of these features
were components of a highly structured corporate bureaucracy
which showed the way for many newly developing consumer
goods industries.^

Rationalization shaped the organization of markets as much as it
did the structure of the industry's major corporations. The in¬
dependent local packinghouse might hold its own in the small¬
town market; in fact, the number of meat-packing plants actually
increased from 1,080 to 1,641 between 1899 and 1909. But the
big profits lay in domination of the national urban market, and
that market was carefully carved up and shared by the larg¬
est firms. Combinations followed soon after the first successful
shipment of refrigerated meat. Marketing pools functioned
throughout the 1880s, and by the mid-nineties an even more so¬
phisticated system was in place, producing some range in prices
while allowing for very similar profit margins, and establishing
fines for violators of the various marketing agreements. When a
federal injunction broke up the pools in 1902, the packers turned
to the idea of a merger. The three largest corporations—Swift, Ar¬
mour, and Morris—established the National Packing Company in
1903 and merged many of the largest independents into the new
holding company. At this point the "Big Six" (now including Na¬
tional) slaughtered almost 90 percent of all meat inspected east of
the Rockies. The ultimate aim, according to Gustavus Swift, was
to have National absorb the three parent companies, creating one
giant corporation which could eventually control the entire
market. This plan was hobbled by a federal antitrust suit, how¬
ever, forcing the liquidation of the holding company in 1912.^

Nevertheless, combination of the big firms persisted. When the
Federal Trade Commission launched a large-scale investigation
during World War I, researchers found that the Big Five had in¬
creased their influence over virtually every aspect of the industry.
Their share of the national trade had grown between 1908 and
1916, by which time they were killing about 70 percent of
all livestock slaughtered by packers engaged in interstate
commerce—and the proportion was even higher in the major
packing centers like Chicago, Kansas City, and Omaha. Flun-
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dreds of independents competed for a share of the rest of the
market, but none of them controlled more than 1 percent.^

The big packers were joined not only through their marketing
agreements, but also through joint ownership or control of hun¬
dreds of subsidiary and affiliated packing companies, stockyards,
financial institutions, and other businesses. Among them, they
owned 91 percent of all refrigerator cars in the country and held
controlling interests in most of the major stockyards, making it
extremely difficult for the independents to compete effectively.
Of about sixty thousand towns serviced by railroad car routes in
1918, the Big Five accounted for more than fifty-eight thousand.
The two largest companies. Swift and Armour, serviced almost
forty-eight thousand of the towns between them.®

Capital was highly concentrated within each corporation as well
as over the industry as a whole. With the exception of vSwift,
which had six thousand shareholders as early as 1903, the major
packing concerns were closed corporations. None listed its stocks
on either of the major exchanges, and most shares were held by
the families which had started the businesses. By the period of
the First World War, part of the empire was brought under the
control of the nation's largest and most active banking houses. In
1916 Wilson was taken over by Kuhn, Loeb and Company,
Guarantee Trust (part of the House of Morgan), and the Chase
National Bank. The Federal Trade Commission noted a "matur¬

ing relationship" between the Big Five and the highest reaches of
finance capital by 1918.^

As the packers extended their control over the interstate trade,
they turned their attention toward the world market. The last two
decades of the nineteenth century brought a dramatic expansion
of U.S. exports in spite of European protective legislation and the
reputation of American "embalmed beef." Because the largest
packers controlled refrigerated steamers even more tightly than
they did railroad cars, the American export trade fell under their
domination from its inception. Marketing pools were now ex¬
tended to the international sphere. The Bureau of Corporations
reported in 1905 that the Big Five sold about 95 percent of all
beef exports. Such exports did not represent a large proportion of
beef production, however, and this proportion fell from around 5
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percent to less than 1 percent between 1907 and 1913. Exports
rose sharply during World War I, reaching almost 10 percent of
production by 1918, but fell once again in the early 1920s.'®

Yet such figures underestimate the large packers' influence in
the world market. From about 1907 on, the American firms con¬
centrated export production in their Latin American subsidiary
plants, and Argentina replaced the United States as the world's
largest meat exporter. From 1910 through World War I the four
largest American packers controlled more than half and at times as
much as two-thirds of the beef export trade from Argentina and
Uruguay, and a partial list of foreign companies operated by the
Big Five in 1916 totalled thirty-eight in twelve countries." Con¬
trol of the market for fresh meat implied control of much of the
canned meat and by-product trade as well. "The Armour Canning
Company label is well-known throughout the world," an Armour
publication boasted. "Armour's corned beef cans mark the desert
and Nile routes to Khartoum; you will find them on the banks of
the Amazon, the Ganges, and the Volga. They are equally a
stand-by in Hudson's Bay posts and the gold fields of South
Africa. "'2

Many of the cans littering the banks of the Ganges and the
South African gold fields were made in factories on the South
Side of Chicago. Perhaps more than any other industrial giant of
the era, the Meat Trust had a world-renowned capital—the nerve
center for its corporate bureaucracies and a huge workshop where
much of the actual production was carried on. Standing between
the endless herds of the Great Plains and the industrial North¬
east, tied to both through a network of rail lines, Chicago was a
natural marketplace for the richest agrieultural hinterland in the
nation.

The refrigerator car was the key which opened the national
market for dressed meat and made Chicago its vital link. With the
car's perfection in the late 1870s, Chicago assumed its role as
"hog butcher for the world." Immigrants poured into the city,
more then doubling its population between 1870 and 1890 and
providing the industry with a labor force. In the same years
Chicago s meat-packing industry grew by more than 900 percent.
At the turn of the century it was the city's largest manufacturing
employer, accounting for 10 percent of wages and a third of total
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manufactured goods in this highly developed and diversified
metropolitan economy. In the next two decades Chicago's impor¬
tance as a packing center declined gradually as the industry
shifted further west, closer to western feedlots, and the newer

packing centers like Omaha, Kansas City, and Sioux City, Iowa,
garnered an increasing proportion of the slaughtering business;
but within Chicago the packinghouses continued to employ a
large proportion of the city's workers.'^

Union Stockyards, the center of the industry, dominated the
southwestern corner of the city. Between its opening in 1865
and the turn of the century, 400,000,000 animals valued at
$5,500,000,000 passed through the stockyards' gate. By 1900 daily
capacity had reached 75,000 cattle, 80,000 sheep, and 300,000
hogs. Although many smaller independent firms shared the stock¬
yards with the Big Five, the giants accounted for most of the
slaughtering. Armour, Swift, Morris, National, and Schwarzschild
and Sulzberger slaughtered 95.8 percent of all livestock in 1903.'^

Popular antimonopoly sentiment and some government legisla¬
tion meant that the packers' control was not as extensive as they
might have hoped. The government took action in 1921 with the

Table 1. The Slaughtering and Meat-packing Industry in
Chicago, 1889-1923

Average Capital Wages Value
Year Plants Wage Earners* (000) (000) Added (000)

1889 57 17,875 39,222 11,006 30,038*^
1899 38 25,345 67,138 12,876 38,287**
1904 32 22,613 70,265 12,388 32,542**
1914 37 26,408 194,434 16,311 64,475
1919 46 45,695 395,716 69,864 125,304
1921 41 27,209 -1- 35,219 57,799**
1923 50 30,282 -1- 39,334 -1-

•Average Wage Earners = number employed on 15th of each month, divided
by 12
••Value Added = value of products, less cost of materials
+ No data

Source: Alma Herbst, The Negro in the Slaughtering and Meat Packing Industry in
Chicago (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1932), 151.
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passage of the Packer and Stockyards Act, which forced the Big
Five to divest themselves of some of their holdings, notably their
controlling interests in the various stockyards. In the face of
widespread hostility toward the "Meat Trust," the packers in¬
sisted that the industry was competitive and that the FTC,
spurred on by "demagogues and professional agitators," had con¬
ducted an unfair and biased investigation. Regulation such as
this, the packers maintained, was uncalled-for in an industry as
volatile as meat packing.

To some extent, they had a point. Despite all their efforts to
abolish competition in the industry, the packers were always
under pressure to keep production costs down. Many local mark¬
ets remained competitive. Even in Chicago, independents ac¬
counted for about a fourth of the local sales. While few Ameri¬
can companies could compete with the Big Five in the interna¬
tional arena, economy was also critical here for competition with
British, Australian, and Latin American firms.

The packers operated on a fairly tight profit margin because
their raw material made up such a large proportion of costs. In
1919, when the average material cost for all U.S. industries ran
about sixty cents on the dollar, leaving forty cents for manufactur¬
ing and profit, the same margin for packing was only eleven cents.
Elaborate marketing and distribution operations ate up some of
this margin, but the largest proportion went to payroll because of
the labor-intensive character of the work.

In an industry where uncontrollable material costs made up so
large a proportion of manufacturing expense, as was the case with
the livestock market, labor costs assumed a critical importance in
management psychology. Throughout the late nineteenth cen¬

tury, the packers transformed the organization of packinghouse
work in order to cut these costs to the bone.

PACKINGHOUSE WORK

Historians have deprived the packers of their rightful title of
mass-production pioneers, for it was not Henry Ford but Gus-
tavus Swift and Philip Armour who developed the assembly-line
technique that continues to symbolize the rationalized organiza¬
tion of work.'® The popular notion of the assembly line is rather
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vague: machines take over the work of humans to increase out¬
put. Both elements—automation and speed—are characteristic of
mass-production work. But the introduction of assembly-line
methods and the peculiar character of work organization in meat
packing draws our attention away from mechanization and toward
the division of labor and continuous-flow production methods. It
was through these strategies that the packers transformed the
work experience of those who labored in their plants.

As in most industries undergoing rapid expansion, a dialectic
developed in meat packing between market and work process. As
new production methods allowed for lower prices, the market for
dressed meat grew; then work was further "rationalized" in the
continuing search for new markets. In meat packing this dialectic
was strongest in the late nineteenth century. Having created a
thriving national market and branched out into the international
trade, the packers built the most sophisticated production process
in the United States before the turn of the century. By this time,
two-thirds of all slaughtering was done in factories rather than in
retail shops or on farms.Meat-packing work had already been
reorganized as factory work before most other mass-production in¬
dustries were born. But in the early twentieth century, when
young industries like automotive, electrical, and rubber were ex¬
ploiting the methods pioneered in meat packing and harnessing
them to new sources of power, the packers were already reaching
the limits of technological innovation in their own industry.

During the first two decades of this century, while most manu¬
facturing industries experienced tremendous increases in produc¬
tivity, and the capacity of the whole economy grew faster than in
any previous era, packing lagged behind. Output per man-hour
declined steadily between 1909 and 1919, rose briefly in the early
twenties, and then dropped off once again as meat consumption
fell. The number of wage earners actually rose faster than output,
yielding an increase of 12 percent in wage earners per unit of pro¬
duct between 1899 and 1937. In a list of fifty-one industries
ranked by productivity over these same decades, packing was
thirty-second. Most impressive, however, is the static quality, the
small degree of change in the industry's productivity over the
years.

This stagnation resulted from the limits imposed by work or-
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ganization and technology. Because of the problems involved in
handling irregular-sized material and a wide range of perishable
products, packinghouse work was highly labor-intensive. In pack¬
ing, then, we have the incongruous situation of a few large,
modern corporate bureaucracies achieving a high degree of control
in the commodity market but remaining dependent to a consider¬
able extent on hand labor.

What is particularly striking in any description of meat-packing
work is the lack of mechanization in the actual slaughtering and
cutting operations. "Of all the large industries in this country,"
the Monthly Labor Review noted, "slaughtering and meat packing
ranks as the one which is probably least susceptible to mechaniza¬
tion." Unlike most other manufacturers, meat packers dealt with
raw material—cattle, sheep, and hogs—which varied greatly in
terms of size, weight, and quality. Sometimes they were able to
construct a machine that could adjust to the size and shape of the
animal. The hog scraper, patented in 1876, is an example. But
this proved impossible for most other operations. "Even when
dead," Siegfried Giedion observed, "the hog largely refuses to
submit to the machine."^'

The problem was the same on the cattle-killing floor. When a
British economist toured American steel mills in 1903 he was par¬
ticularly struck by "the very conspicuous absence of labourers in
the American mills." In steelwork employers eliminated produc¬
tion bottlenecks "by replacing men with machines at every oppor¬
tunity." An observer in the gallery above Swift's cattle-killing
floor in the same year, however, was bound to be struck by the
welter of human activity on the floor below. Studying productivity
in the 1920s, U.S. Commissioner of Labor Ethelbert Stewart
discovered that every process currently employed in the killing of
cattle was still done by hand, much as it had been by farmers and
small-town butchers before the coming of the modern packing¬
house. There had been many changes since then in the way the
work was organized, but these had all come in the handling of the
meat and the division of labor. As late as the 1930s, a survey of
974 workers in five packing plants found that only 197 of them (20
percent) were machine operators or helpers. The rest all worked
by hand.^^

Meat packing became the first assembly-line industry precisely
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because the packers were not able to mechanize their production
operations. This forced them to turn their attention to the divi¬
sion of labor. Here the packers made their most significant contri¬
bution to the development of mass-production work.

A kind of primitive assembly line had been introduced as early
as the 1830s in Cincinnati's hog slaughterhouses. Harriet Mar-
tineau, touring these plants in 1837, was reminded of Adam
Smith's classic illustration of the division of labor in a Birmingham
pin factory. She marveled at how twenty men were able to
slaughter and dress six hundred and twenty hogs in eight hours.
The roots of what we now call assembly-line production can be
traced to these early slaughterhouses. Hogs entered at the roof
and then slid along on overhead rails, propelled by their own
momentum and an occasional shove by laborers standing along
the way. Sliding from one floor to another, they were "disassem¬
bled" as they moved.

The important groundwork for mass production in pork pack¬
ing, then, was already laid by the mid-nineteenth century, almost
as soon as the industry began to concentrate in cities. Later
changes came in the extent oí the division of labor, in the mechani¬
cal conveyance of the carcass, and in minor improvements like the
substitution of steel for wood in the construction of the overhead
rails. The minute subdivision of the task and the rapid flow of the
process are both captured in Upton Sinclair's description of hog
slaughtering in Chicago just after the turn of the century.

It was a long, narrow room, with a gallery along it for visitors. At
the head there was a great iron wheel, about twenty feet in cir¬
cumference, with rings here and there along its edge. Upon both
sides of this wheel there was a narrow space, into which came the
hogs at the end of their journey; in the midst of them stood a great
burly Negro. . . . [The wheel] began slowly to revolve, and then
the men upon each side of it sprang to work. They had chains
which they fastened about the leg of the nearest hog, and the other
end of the chain they hooked into one of the rings upon the wheel.
So, as the wheel turned, a hog was suddenly jerked off his feet and
borne aloft. ... At the top of the wheel he was shunted off upon a
trolley, and went sailing down the room. . . . One by one they
hooked up the hogs, and one by one with a swift stroke they slit
their throats. There was a long line of hogs, with squeals and life-
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blood ebbing away together, until at last each started again, and
vanished with a splash into a huge vat of boiling water. . . . The
carcass hog was scooped out of the vat by machinery, and then it
fell to the second floor, passing on the way through a wonderful
machine with numerous scrapers, which adjusted themselves. . . .

It was then again strung up by machinery, and sent upon another
trolley ride; this time passing between two lines of men, who sat
upon a raised platform, each doing a certain single thing to the car¬
cass as it came to him. One scraped the outside of the leg; another
scraped the inside of the same leg. One with a swift stroke cut the
throat; another with two swift strokes severed the head, which fell
to the floor and vanished through a hole. Another made a slit down
the body; a second opened the body wider; a third with a saw cut
the breastbone; a fourth loosened the entrails; a fifth pulled them
out. . . . There were men to scrape each side and men to scrape
the back; there were men to clean the carcass inside, to trim it and
wash it. Looking down this room, one saw ... a line of dangling
hogs a hundred yards in length; and for every yard there was a
man, working as if a demon were after him.^'*
This description refers only to the handling of the hog carcass.

As the animal moved along the rail, intestines, fat, and other ma¬
terials to be used in the manufacture of sausage and by-products
"vanished through a hole" and were conducted to the proper
work area via chute or pipe. In each of the by-product depart¬
ments—lard refinery and tank room, pickling cellar, hide cellar,
canning room, and others—as well as in sausage making, the divi¬
sion of labor was comparable, though it was the more recently
developed by-product departments which employed the greatest
amount of machinery.

Technological advances also quickened the pace on the cattle-
killing floor. At one time the stunned animal had simply fallen on
the ground, where it was "stuck" (for bleeding) and then labori¬
ously dragged by three or four men and attached to a cross tie
high enough to allow its head to swing free. This often took more
than fifteen minutes. By the turn of the century, one "shackler"
could hoist seventy carcasses each minute, "simply clipping the
shackle around the hind foot, while steam power does the rest."
Once shackled, the animal was pushed along an overhead rail
which conveyed it from one group of workers to another. But in
addition to hoists, overhead rails, and endless chains, long
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pointed poles called "pritchers" were also used to move the car¬
cass by hand at various stages of the process. After 1908, some
cattle-killing beds were equipped with moving dressing tables run
on a conveyor system. Rather than being pushed by workers to
the next operation, the carcass was conveyed automatically and
the work was done as it moved by. Generally, however, cattle kil¬
ling was even less adaptable to mechanization than hog slaughter¬
ing, and the result was greater emphasis on the division of labor.

As late as the early 1880s in some houses, the entire slaughter¬
ing and cutting operation was frequently done by one man—the
"all-round butcher"—with the aid of a young helper, often his
son.Up to this time, the journeyman butcher was still a crafts¬
man, often earning twenty-five to thirty dollars or more per week.
In the course of a workday, he could expect to handle a wide
variety of animals in terms of size, weight, and quality of meat.
He not only controlled the pace of work and conducted the whole
slaughtering and cutting process; he also made all decisions about
just how the cutting was to be done. But by the early 1880s, divi¬
sion of labor had allowed the packers to introduce a large number
of unskilled workers, and this clearly undermined the butcher's
power. By the mid-1880s many changes in the organization of
work had already taken place, but the speedup on the killing
floors seems to date from that period and was related to a change
in the system of pay. As in the case of many other trades, these
skilled butchers had been paid by output, with the "price" fluc¬
tuating between seventy-five cents and a dollar per head. This
system ended in 1886, however, with the introduction of the
eight-hour day and payment by the hour, "and since that time," a
veteran concluded in 1903, "butchers have worked by the hour
and been driven like slaves."^®

By the turn of the century, the job was still done by hand, but
the all-around butcher had been replaced by a killing gang of 157
men divided into 78 different "trades," each man performing the
same minute operation a thousand times during a full workday.
Bureau of Corporation investigators wondered at

the remarkable extent to which the division of labor is carried. In
the old-fashioned small slaughterhouses one man, or at most a few
men, performed all the tasks from the dealing of the death blow to
the final preparation of the carcass for sale. In the largest slaughter-
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ing plants of today will be found hundreds, or even thousands, of
workmen, each of whom performs a very small, narrowly defined
task, in which by innumerable repetitions he becomes expert.^'

"It would be difficult to imagine another industry where division
of labor has been so ingeniously and microscopically worked out,"
the labor economist John R. Commons observed. "The animal
has been surveyed and laid off like a map."^®

The packers achieved three important and interrelated accom¬
plishments through this subdivision of labor. First, by grossly
reducing the amount and quality of skill required to do the job,
they destroyed the control which the all-around butcher had exer¬
cised over the slaughtering and cutting processes. A few highly
skilled positions remained, but these were very specialized. In
fact, mass production created a new, more narrowly defined no¬
tion of skill. Splitting the backbone of a steer, for example, re¬
quired great dexterity as well as strength, and only a few men
could do the job. Thus, splitters and a few other trades earned
high wages under the new system. Although these butcher aristo¬
crats also enjoyed high status, however, even they had little, if
any, control over the character or pace of the work. "There is no
room for individuality or artistry in beef butchering," a manage¬
ment text explained. "The worker does not decide where or how
to make his cut; he does not look at the animal and make an ap¬
propriate decision. All cuts are by the book; the instructions are
very exact.The creative dimension of cattle slaughtering—the
planning and decision making exercised by the old all-around
butcher—had been stripped away, appropriated by the packers,
and embedded in the technology and organization of the assembly
line.^^

Technological innovations which facilitated the flow of produc¬
tion were prized largely because they strengthened this control.
In 1908 the industry journal saw the introduction of the endless
chain in hog slaughtering as a major breakthrough because it
prevented the slowest worker from regulating the speed of the
entire gang. When Armour introduced a conveyor system on their
cattle-killing floor that year, the journal hailed the innovation as
the harbinger of a new era in the industry. The emphasis, once
again, was on speed and control. "Instead of the men going to the
work," the journal explained, "the work comes to them. And
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they must keep steadily and accurately at work, for it keeps com¬
ing, and each man must complete his task in an appropriate time
or confess himself incompetent for the job."^^ In the modern
packinghouse, David Brody concludes, "Management, not the
men, set the pace of work on the cutting line."^''

This control, in turn, allowed the packers to increase produc¬
tion speed greatly. In hog slaughtering, the killing-floor foreman
controlled the line with a lever. "If you need to turn out a little
more," one superintendent confided, "you speed up the con¬
veyors a little and the men speed up to keep pace."^^ The result
was a striking intensification of work which affected the skilled
butcher as much as the common laborer. Output for splitters, the
most skilled men in cattle killing, increased by 100 percent within
a decade. In 1884, five splitters had handled eight hundred cattle
in the course of a ten-hour workday; by 1894 four of them were

handling twelve hundred at a lower hourly rate. This meant an

average of thirty animals per man-hour; by 1900, the average was
up to thirty-five.^^ "They worked with a furious intensity," Sin¬
clair observed of the cattle butchers, "literally upon the run."^^ It
was this speedup more than any other aspect of the work which
contributed to labor organization among the skilled workers.

Speed was maintained in a variety of ways. Some workers,
perhaps ten in a gang of two hundred, were "steady time" men
who were guaranteed a full six days' pay, regardless of how much
they actually worked. Naturally, such positions were prized and,
by fostering competition, they tended to divide the workers.
Since retaining steady-time status depended upon one's speed
and efficiency, the packers could cultivate "pacers" in each gang
by awarding steady time to the fastest. These men were usually
placed at critical points in the flow of production, and were thus
in a position to set the pace for the rest of the gang.^®

Perhaps the most direct method of maintaining speed was
through close supervision by men with a vested interest in pro¬
duction. In the sausage department the superintendent received a
bonus figured on the basis of profit. Companies cooperated, ex¬
changing data on line speed and other factors. Daily, foremen
faced the fact that their jobs depended on trimming a little more
off the production costs, and an intense rivalry was set up—
between houses within the same firm and among foremen within
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the same house. A retired foreman explained the system for jour¬
nalist Ernest Poole. "In those [pre-union] days, if I could save
l/25th of a cent on the expense of killing each beef I knew that I
would be preferred over other foremen. I was constantly trying to
cut down wages in every possible way by driving bargains with
separate men. The other foremen were doing the same. Some of
them got a commission on all expenses they could save below a
certain point.

Finally, the transformation of work produced a thorough recom¬
position of the labor market. The small group of remaining
butcher aristocrats was dwarfed by an army of common laborers
who made up two-thirds of the industry's labor force by the turn
of the century. These unskilled workers were paid a common la¬
bor rate, which fluctuated with the supply of labor and general
economic conditions.^ When the size of this group and the nar¬
row margin within which the packers operated are considered, the
critical importance of maintaining a low common labor wage rate
becomes clear. Squeezed between a low margin and a large pay¬
roll, the packers were always under pressure to keep labor costs
down. In addition to maximizing production speed, they also re¬
duced costs through a system of casual hiring.

Reorganization of work meant not only a deskilling of occupa¬
tions but also irregular employment. Without the "artificial" pres¬
sure of unions, the packers could employ their workers flexibly,
taking men and women on for a week, a day, or even for a few
hours. When they were no longer needed, the workers were sent
home. A great advantage of Chicago over country towns, an in¬
dustry journal explained, is the availability at Union Stockyards of
"all the labor you want for which you pay by the hour, and only
use the labor as long as necessary.'"*'

Packinghouse work was casual in two ways. Like many other
industries of the era, packing was seasonal, though the severity of
its seasonal fluctuations was greater than that in many other in¬
dustries. While refrigeration reduced its impact somewhat, a slack
season of two or three months settled in every summer, and with
it came layoffs. Short-term lapses in consumer demand at various
points throughout the year could also bring idleness. Whenever
cattle shipments or the demand for meat products fell off, those
on the lower rungs of the job ladder were thrown out of work,



The Meat-packing Industry 29

while some of the more skilled took laborers' jobs at the lower
wage rate in order to keep their places. Thus both skilled and un¬
skilled suffered under the system.

The problem was more severe in some departments than in
others. At the turn of the century, for example, time lost in one of
the largest plants varied from a low of five weeks in the sausage
department to a high of nearly twelve weeks in the pickling cel¬
lar, where the cheapest cuts of meat were soaked in brine.
Although some companies, notably Swift, experimented with
guaranteed time schemes designed to reduce the effects of sea¬

sonality, these did not apply to many common laborers.
Throughout the period up to the twenties, the problem persisted
and perhaps even worsened. There were probably as many work¬
ers affected by seasonality in the twenties as had been the case at
the turn of the century."*^

But even during the busy season, packinghouse employment
was unreliable. Working hours varied considerably during the
week because the packers organized the workday in relation to
the size and timing of cattle shipments. Killing gangs and workers
in many other departments reported early in the morning and
hung around until they could find out how much work there
would be for the day. They were called to work as the batches of
animals entered the pens, but the actual workday did not begin
until the animals were ready for the slaughter, which might not
be until much later in the morning. Then the gang was driven
hard until the slaughtering and dressing were done. On a Monday
or Tuesday, when most cattle arrived in the yards, quitting time
might be 10:00 P.M. or even midnight. On a Friday, when ship¬
ments were light, it might be noon. Butcher workmen were paid
only for the hours they actually worked, excluding time lost for
mechanical breakdowns; and they worked only when they were
needed. As of 1910, average pay for all workers in cattle-killing
gangs was about eight dollars per week. Laborers, of course, aver¬
aged much less—about six or seven dollars for three full and two
or three "broken" days (thirty-five to forty hours) per week. La¬
borers' families could not rely on even this amount, however, be¬
cause of the casual hiring system. As economist John C. Kennedy
told the Commission on Industrial Relations, "A man never
knows if he is hired for an hour or a week.'"*^
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Even skilled workers had to report by seven in the morning to
have a chance for work, but many common laborers were hired on
a short-term basis. The foreman or a yards policeman would sim¬
ply go out to the gate and choose the required number of laborers
from among those who looked strongest. A young Lithuanian la¬
borer described one of his early experiences with the casual hiring
system.

Men and women were walking in by thousands as far as we
could see. There was a crowd of about 200 men waiting there for a

job. They looked hungry and kept watching the door. At last a spe¬
cial policeman came out and began pointing to men, one by one.
Each one jumped forward. Twenty-three were taken. Then they
all went inside, and all the others turned their faces away and
looked tired. I remember one boy sat down and cried, just next to
me, on a pile of boards. Some policemen waved their clubs and we
walked on.'"

The lucky men received numbered brass checks which were
deposited at the end of the workday and picked up again each
morning for as long as they remained employed. Estimates sug¬
gest that from one-fifth to one-third of the industry's workers
were casual laborers hired in this way.''^

The key to the system and the low wage rate was the crowd of
unemployed who gathered each morning outside the yards' gates
and the employment offices of the various firms. The hiring of
common labor was strictly a supply and demand proposition.
"They will be glad to take 15 cents an hour," one superintendent
reasoned. "Why should we pay more than we have to.^'"*^
Although the crowds at the gates were greatest during periods of
high unemployment, some two hundred to one thousand people
were always outside. Thus, wages and working conditions were
affected as much by "the man at the gate" as by what was hap¬
pening inside the packinghouses.'*^

But the packers' control derived not only from the new technol¬
ogy and work processes. It rested also on a social transformation of
their labor force. The development of mass-production work re¬
quired massive recruitment of unskilled labor and resulted in a ra¬

cial, ethnic, and gender diversity which became characteristic of
many American industries during the early twentieth century. It
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IS to a profile of the butcher workmen and -women that we now
turn.
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2
The Packinghouse Workers

Afterward, as cheaper labor had come, these Germans had moved
away. The next were the Irish—there had been six or eight years
when Packingtown had been a regular Irish city. . . . The
Bohemians had come then, and after them the Poles. . . . The
Poles, who had come by tens of thousands, had been driven to the
wall by the Lithuanians, and now the Lithuanians were giving way
to the Slovaks. Who there was poorer and more miserable than the
Slovaks, Grandmother Majauszkiene had no idea, but the packers
would find them, never fear.

Upton Sinclair, The Jungle

The advent of mass-production methods, as in packing, was
characteristic of many industries in the United States during the
first two decades of the twentieth century. As they reorganized
production processes, employers also restructured labor markets,
drawing their workers from a much wider social and geographic
spectrum than they had in the nineteenth century.

As a result, the American working-class population was trans¬
formed and workers as a social group were probably more hetero¬
geneous during this era than at any other time in the nation's his¬
tory. An earlier generation of "old immigrant" and native-born
workers remained dominant in most skilled occupations, but the
"new immigrants"—largely unskilled farmers and farm laborers
from southern and southeastern Europe—^were rapidly displacing
them from the ranks of common laborers and machine tenders.



The Packinghouse Workers 37

Although the number of women entering the manufacturing sec¬
tor leveled off after the turn of the century, they entered clerical
and retail positions in increasingly large numbers, and thus their
overall proportion in the wage-earning population continued to
rise. Finally, blacks secured positions in many manufacturing in¬
dustries for the first time during World War I, as a result of war

production and the shortage of immigrant labor. Racial diversity
grew, considerably complicating the process of class formation. '
While the heterogeneity of the American working class may not
make its history unique, such complexity undoubtedly shaped the
experience of American workers in profound ways.

Nowhere was such diversity greater than in Chicago's Union
Stockyards and the surrounding slaughtering and meat-packing
plants. The most sweeping effects of the reorganization of pack¬
inghouse work can be seen in the emergence of an international
labor market which drew a succession of migrant peoples from
around the world into Chicago's slaughterhouses. When Immigra¬
tion Commission investigators studied the industry in 1908-9,
they found more than forty nationalities represented. The work
force was demographically diverse not only in terms of ethnicity
but also in terms of race, age, gender, and work experience.
Mixed in with older, skilled Irish and German butchers were
thousands of young, recently arrived eastern European peasants
and laborers. These butcher workmen were joined by an increas¬
ingly large proportion of women. Thousands of black migrants
from the South arrived during the war, making the packing indus¬
try one of the most important employers of black labor in U.S.
manufacturing.

The economic functions of this migration are important. The
expanding market for meat products, together with the labor-
intensive character of the work process, forced the packers to
secure new sources of labor. The flood of immigrants and black
migrants into the labor force as common laborers and machine
tenders provided the packers with enough workers to keep up
with the expanding market, while stabilizing labor costs at the
lowest possible level.

The social implications of this diversification of the packing¬
house labor market, however, are equally significant. The labor
force that evolved exemplifies the complexity of working-class
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formation in the United States during this era. The skill divisions
inherent in the mass-production process between common labor¬
ers and the more skilled "knife men" were compounded by the
social and cultural differences among the successive groups that
entered the labor force—black and white, male and female, old
immigrant and new.^

For this reason, it is difficult to provide a composite sketch of
the "typical" packinghouse worker of the early twentieth century.
Drawn from throughout Europe and North America, the butcher
workmen and -women exhibited a striking diversity of experi¬
ences. Even among the new immigrants from eastern Europe
there were important differences in terms of prior work, marital
status, age, and time of arrival. These demographic factors as well
as the objective differences in work experience among common
laborers, machine tenders, and skilled butchers provided the con¬
text for social relations among the workers themselves and
influenced the character of class relations in the industry.

Yet the same forces which created such a socially diverse labor
pool also provided considerable common ground among the pack¬
inghouse workers. The nature of the work process and employ¬
ment practices in packing not only produced shared grievances
and goals among people from various social backgrounds but also
brought them into close contact with one another. This contact
facilitated the acculturation of newer groups and enhanced class
solidarity.

THE BUTCHER ARISTOCRACY

If we could walk through a large Chicago packinghouse of 1909
and talk to the butcher workmen and -women as they went about
their work, the Germans and the Irish and their offspring would
probably impress us as the most "American."^ About three-
fourths of the Irish and about two-thirds of the Germans still in
the industry at that time had come to the United States in the
1880s or earlier. Most of the Irish had been small farmers or agri¬
cultural laborers in Ireland, though a few had been artisans or in¬
dustrial workers of some kind. The Germans had considerably
more industrial work experience than the Irish at the time of their
arrival. A few even had slaughterhouse experience and about one
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Table 2. Nationality of Employees in the Slaughtering and
Meat-packing Industry of Chicago, 1909 and 1928

1909 (N = 15,489) 1928 (N= 13,194)

Native-born: Proportion Proportion
White 18.9 11.1
Black 3.0 29.5

Foreign-bom:
Bohemian and Slovak* lO.O 4.2

German 10.4 2.9
Irish 7.5 3.0
Lithuanian 12.0 7.8
Mexican — 5.7

Polish 27.7 11.9

Russian 2.9 2.9

Other 7.6 4.8

TOTAL 100.0 100.0

•Includes "Austrian" and "Czechosiovakian"

Sources: Data for 1909 were taken from the U.S. Immigration Commission,
Reports, part 11, Immigrants in Industry, vol. 13, Slaughtering and Meat Packing
(Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1911), 204. The 1928 data are from Paul S. Taylor,
Mexican Labor in the United States: The Calumet Region (Berkeley: Univ. of
California Press, 1930), 40.

in four had been an artisan or factory operative. Still, perhaps
one-third of them had also been involved in agricultural work.
Few from either group had come to Chicago after 1900/ What¬
ever problems they had experienced in adjusting to the rigors of
packinghouse work were only a dull memory for most of them by
the early twentieth century.

Most of these Irish and German butchers were older married
men; about half were forty-five or older and very few were under
thirty. Practically all husbands in both groups had either brought
their wives with them or married in the United States. By 1909
more than a third of the Germans and over half of the Irish owned
their own homes in the region of the stockyards or, increasingly,
in more desirable neighboring communities. German butchers
lived among their Irish coworkers and fraternized with them.
Though their own ethnic culture continued to flourish, nearly all
German packinghouse workers spoke English. By the turn of the
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century, then, the Irish and Germans were the most experienced,
stable, and homogeneous portion of the work force. Many had
worked their way into the skilled knife jobs, planted roots in one
or another working-class neighborhood, and raised families.
Clearly, they were the veterans, the "first generation," in the in¬
dustry.^

The Bohemians stood between these "old immigrants" and the
new ones coming from eastern Europe in terms of age, work ex¬
perience, and time of arrival in the United States. Bohemians be¬
gan entering the industry around 1880, when the Irish and Ger¬
mans were already entrenched. By 1900 about 40 percent had
been in the United States for more than twenty years. Unlike the
German and Irish immigration, however, which had virtually
ended by the turn of the century, the flow of Bohemians contin¬
ued after 1900, mixing with that of the other eastern European
groups. About 20 percent of those Bohemians studied by the U.S.
Immigration Commission had been in the country for less than
five years in 1909 and almost 40 percent had come since 1900.
Like most immigrants, Bohemians stayed home during the
depression of the 1890s; otherwise they came into the industry
constantly from the 1880s through the early years of this century.^

Of all the eastern Europeans, the Bohemians had the most
varied Old World work experience. Coming from the more indus¬
trialized region of what is today Czechoslovakia, only about one-
third had been farmers or farm laborers, and over 20 percent had
worked as artisans or operatives. Only the Bohemians, of all
major ethnic groups in the industry, had much experience in
slaughterhouses before entering Chicago's. Almost one in five had
been a butcher workman in Bohemia or elsewhere before coming
to take up the trade in the Midwest.^

Bohemians tended to be a bit younger than the Germans and
Irish. Less than a third were over forty-five and nearly as many
were under thirty. Many of the younger men who had recently ar¬
rived in the country were single, but most Bohemians were mar¬
ried men who had settled in with their families and often owned
their own homes. Although nearly all second-generation Bohem¬
ian workers in the Immigration Commission study spoke English,
many of the immigrants did not. The language barrier encoun¬
tered by some Bohemians may have isolated them from Irish
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butchers, though many could probably get by in German. Almost
two-thirds of the Bohemian workers were fully naturalized,
though a minority of 16 percent had not even taken out second
papers in the naturalization process. All of this suggests an ethnic
community which was somewhat mixed in terms of age, occupa¬
tional background, and adjustment to American urban society.
Most Bohemians, however, were well established and shared a
wealth of work and community experience and grievances with
the older groups.®

Most of these older immigrants were skilled "knife men."
Despite all the advantages that the rationalized work process
offered the packers, the complicated character of slaughter¬
ing required the use of some skilled workers. Among the one-
third of those considered skilled, management erected an elab¬
orate job hierarchy. Each of the seventy-eight "occupations" in
a cattle-killing gang had its own wage rate. Promotion from one
grade to another was not done in any systematic fashion, and
there were many claims of corruption and favoritism. But the
significant point is that, on the surface at least, the butcher
workmen and -women were divided up on the basis of status and
wages. ^

Most of the more skilled men worked in the actual slaughtering
and cutting operations, though even in these departments their
proportion was shrinking. Commons found in 1905 that in a
cattle-killing gang of 230 men, 139 were common laborers paid
from fifteen to eighteen cents an hour. Of the remaining 98 men,
only 11—7 floormen and 4 splitters—were paid the top rate of
fifty cents an hour, while the average for the gang as a whole was
twenty-one cents, just a few cents above the common labor rate.
The work of the splitters and floormen was the most intricate on
the killing floor. As a result, they became the aristocrats of the in¬
dustry. One generally recognized division between "butchers'
work" and common labor was use of the knife. Most of the men

holding knife jobs were drawn from the older ethnic groups—
Irish, Germans, and, increasingly in the course of the early twen¬
tieth century, Bohemians.'®

Alma Herbst has described how in one sense modernization of
the work process actually enhanced the status of the most skilled
men.
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For those whose natural aptitudes lay in the direction of dexter¬
ity with the knife, division of labor facilitated the development of
greater skill. Their technique became localized and concentrated.
The most efficient cattle butchers in the world lived in the com¬

munity. A prerogative of family groups, though changing with suc¬
cessive immigrant waves, the tradition was passed on from father to
son. An aristocracy was created."

Admittedly, the whole concept of skill had changed. The "all-
round butcher" had given way to the specialized "knife man,"
and in the process much of the intellectual component inherent in
old-fashioned butchering had been lost. Repeating the same task
hundreds of times each day at extreme speed and under constant
supervision was undoubtedly alienating work. But by virtue of
their pay, craft solidarity, traditions of organization, and other
considerations, the most skilled men indeed came close to the
classical conception of a "labor aristocracy."

George Schick's career was probably comparable to that of
many other German and Irish butchers. After emigrating to the
United States from Germany with his family, he started work at
the age of thirteen in Farmer House, one of several small pack¬
inghouses in Chicago at the time. He dressed his first bullock at
the age of fifteen in 1876, and in the late 1870s went to work for
Swift, where he was earning twenty-seven dollars a week in 1881.
But Schick became involved in the great eight-hour strike of
1886, joined the Knights of Labor, and was fired after the
organization's decline. By the turn of the century, he had worked
in all of the city's major houses and had three brothers who were
also butchers.

Some occupations were dominated by a single ethnic group.
Livestock handlers, for example, were Irish Catholic almost to a
man and most were drawn from the same parish—St. Gabriel's,
just east of the yards. Sausagemaking was the traditional preserve of
aging German butchers, too old to keep up with the pace of the kill¬
ing floor, but this control broke down during an unsuccessful strike
in 1903. Such ethnic continuity suggests that neighborhood and
kinship ties may have been important in hiring and promotion.

Work groups in most departments, however, were quite mixed
ethnically. Here packing differed markedly from the situation in
steel. Many of the departments in a steel plant were dominated
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by one ethnic group or another, so that workers from various so¬
cial backgrounds were often physically isolated from one another.
In addition, the process of steel making tended to divide skilled
from unskilled, with laborers toiling on furnaces or in the yards
and skilled men in the rolling mills. Steelworkers were not only
socially diverse; they were literally separated from one another.
The lack of contact and shared experiences and grievances at
work reinforced cultural divisions within the laboring populations
of mill towns and contributed to a bitter hostility between old im¬
migrant and native-born skilled workers on the one hand and
Slavic laborers on the other.'"'

Cattle butchers held on tenaciously to their craft pride. They
still owned and cared for their tools well after 1900 and floral
pieces at a butcher's funeral were apt to be made in the shape of
these cutting tools. Long after the decline of the all-around
butcher, cattle-dressing contests were a common form of enter¬
tainment. Here one house (or, after unionization, one local) pit¬
ted its fastest man against another's. Even in the modern pack¬
inghouse, then, there was room for a "fellowship of the knife"
among the small group of skilled workers who remained in the in¬
dustry.

Yet one of the peculiar aspects of the packinghouse job hierar¬
chy was the ease with which seemingly rigid divisions between
jobs melted away when they became obstacles to controlling pro¬
duction costs. The "go-between," an essential element within
the job structure, illustrates this fluid quality. The go-between di¬
vided his time between a lower-wage job and one of the more
skilled positions, providing the packer with a number of crucial
advantages. By allowing the foreman to fill in with go-betweens in
the event of absenteeism, rather than hire full-time skilled men,
the system directly reduced costs. In the meantime, the less
skilled man learned the job "above" him and was available
as a replacement for the skilled butchers, whose organizational
strength was thereby reduced. One management text explained
how the go-between system could be used to cultivate a certain
number of men who could be used to fill in on any job. These
new all-around men, however, unlike their nineteenth-century
counterparts, were essential elements in the extensive division of
labor rather than impediments to it. In addition to minimizing
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production costs, the go-between system also reminded the knife
men that many of their new, more specialized skills were rather
easily acquired. In this way as well, their fate was tied to that of
the common laborers who toiled alongside them. The go-between
strategy was clearly a threat to the skilled men, but its significance
also lies in what it meant for those at the other end of the job
ladder. Filling in on more skilled work not only offered the un¬
skilled worker a chance to earn extra money; it also represented a

bridge from one job to another.

THE NEW IMMIGRANTS

By the first decade of the twentieth century, common laborers
represented at least two-thirds of the industry's workforce. Their
wages ranged from fifteen cents an hour at the turn of the century
to eighteen and a half cents at the height of the union's power in
1904 and back down to sixteen and a half cents from 1904 until
the First World War. At this point, wartime inflation, unioniza¬
tion, and labor shortages combined to bring substantial increases
for the first time. The proportion of common laborers varied from
one department to another. In by-product manufacturing it was
often much higher than in the killing gangs. In 1905, 95 percent
of all oleo and glue workers earned less than twenty cents an
hour. But even in killing gangs and in the various cutting depart¬
ments most workers were laborers. In beginning to understand
the conditions faced by these workers, it is important to
remember that they suffered not only from relatively low wages
but also from chronic job insecurity. Many were casual laborers.

After the turn of the century, most of the people standing out¬
side of the packing plants were recent immigrants from eastern
Europe. Streaming into the common labor market in the years
preceding the First World War, scrambling for any jobs they could
find on the killing floor, in the cutting rooms, or even in the hide
cellars and fertilizer plants, they assured the packers of an ade¬
quate supply of strong arms and backs and kept the common la¬
bor rate depressed. How did these new immigrants compare to
those who had preceded them into the industry.?

Poles entered the industry in large numbers for the first time
after a strike and riot in 1894, and by 1905 they were the largest
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foreign-born group in the labor force. By 1909 a small group of
Polish workers had been in the country since the turn of the cen¬
tury, but the vast majority had come since then, about half after
1904. There were a few artisans and industrial workers among
them, but over half had been small farmers or farm laborers and
many of the others had been general laborers of some kind.

The Poles were much younger than the earlier immigrants,
over half under thirty and two-thirds under thirty-five. Fewer
were family men and many husbands had left their wives and
families in the old country. Almost 60 percent of the under-thirty
group and more than a third of the total number studied by the
Immigration Commission were single. The fact that the earliest
Polish immigrants had arrived in the late nineteenth century
meant that many Poles could speak English, and the most recent
arrivals could learn from those who had worked in the industry for
a while. By 1909, almost two-thirds of the Polish packinghouse
workers could speak English, a proportion as high as that of the
more established Bohemian butchers.

All of the characteristics which made the Poles different from
earlier immigrant groups—their youth, mobility, and newness to
the urban environment and mass-production work—were even
more pronounced in the case of the Slovaks and Lithuanians.
Like the Poles, the vast majority of these immigrants came after
the turn of the century, but even fewer had lived in the United
States longer than nine years. About three-fourths of all Lithuani¬
ans and Slovaks had been farmers or farm laborers, a proportion
considerably higher than that of the Poles, and few of them had
industrial work experience. Although they were generally around
the same age as the Poles, there were fewer middle-aged men
among the Slovaks and Lithuanians.^"

By contrast even to the other Slavic groups, the Lithuanians
were relatively unattached. The overwhelming majority of those
under thirty (more than half of the total group) and almost two-
thirds of those between thirty and forty-five were single. A third
of the husbands had left their families in the old world. Of the
fourteen major ethnic groups in the industry, only the Russians
had proportionally more husbands living alone. The youthful and
unattached character of the Lithuanians suggests mobility, or at
least an unsettled quality, though even they were not rootless.^'
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Lithuanians and Slovaks were comparable, however, in terms
of the language barrier which divided many of them from their
fellow workers; nearly half of those in each group were not able to
speak English.The implications of this problem for social rela¬
tions among workers in the plants and community can only be
imagined, but certainly shop-floor conversations between these
recent immigrants and the more "Americanized" Irish, Germans,
and Bohemians must have been problematic. On the other hand,
since one of every two Slovak or Lithuanian laborers and an even
higher proportion of Poles did speak English, presumably these
more articulate workers acted as interpreters, linguistic and cul¬
tural bridges, between the older and the newer immigrants.

Within all this diversity we can discern some general charac¬
teristics of the Slavic immigrants as a group. Most were young and
had only been in the United States a few years by 1909. Some
had picked up a variety of work experience in the regions from
which they came or along the way to this country, but most had
spent their working lives as farmers or agricultural laborers and
were facing large mass-production factories for the first time. The
longer they stayed here, the more likely they were to send for
their families, and, as in the case of steel and probably other in¬
dustries as well, this move tended to stabilize them, to plant
them more firmly in the community and the industry."

The most important bond among all the eastern European im¬
migrant groups was the situation facing the common laborer in the
meat-packing industry, for the vast majority of Poles, Lithuani¬
ans, and Slovaks worked at unskilled jobs and earned the com¬
mon labor rate. Average wage rates for all of these groups were re¬
markably similar in 1909. While about 80 percent of the Irish,
German, and Bohemian butchers earned more than seventeen

and a half cents an hour, the corresponding proportion was less
than 50 percent for Poles, Lithuanians, and Russians, and just
over 50 percent for Slovaks. While native-born whites averaged
between $2.20 and $2.30 per day, and the small group of settled
blacks $2.07, the average daily rate for Polish and Lithuanian la¬
borers was $1.79."

Wage rates for ethnic groups at various stages in their work lives
s'Jggcst that advancement was also slower for the newer immi¬
grants. About one-fourth to one-third of the Irish and the Ger-
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mans who had been in the United States less than five years at
the time of the Immigration Commission study in 1909 already
earned more than the common labor rate, but among both Poles
and Lithuanians who had arrived around the same time more than
two-thirds were still common laborers. Even the seasoned workers

among the newer immigrants tended to remain in the common la¬
bor ranks. Of 1,692 Polish and Lithuanian workers who came to
this country between 1900 and 1905, about 40 percent were still
earning the common labor rate in 1909, whereas three-fourths of
the Germans and Bohemians and over 80 percent of the Irish who
had arrived in the same period had already begun to climb toward
the more skilled knife jobs. The Bohemians rose most quickly
and were disproportionately represented among the skilled. The
Irish were something of an anomaly. Although well represented
among the skilled because of their long tenure in the industry,
they also contributed fairly large numbers of older immigrants to
the common labor pool. These veterans were left to toil alongside
the new Slavic immigrants in the ranks of the unskilled. Ehe con¬
tact which this suggests between older, more experienced Irish
workers and younger recent immigrants was important in the pro¬
cess of acculturation and socialization that led to labor organiz¬
ing.^^

The contrast in conditions between the older and more recent

immigrants can also be analyzed in terms of regularity of employ¬
ment. While about two-thirds of the German and Irish household
heads surveyed by the Immigration Commission worked a full
twelve months of the year, the figure for Poles and Slovaks was
less than half.^^

THE BLACK MIGRANTS

A few black workers were in Chicago's packing plants as early as
1880, but blacks did not enter the industry in any significant
numbers until after the turn of the century. Some of those who
came as strikebreakers in 1904 stayed on after the strike, but by
1910 there were still only 178 black men and 8 black women,
about 1.4 percent of the work force, at Chicago.

Between 1910 and 1920 Chicago's black population mush¬
roomed from 44,103 to 109,458, an increase of 148 percent. The
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bulk of this growth resulted from massive migration from the
South which peaked during the acute wartime labor shortage
between 1916 and 1919. Most migrants came from the "Black
Belt" areas of Mississippi, Georgia, Alabama, South Carolina, and
Louisiana. The majority were sharecroppers, agricultural laborers,
or the children of such families, forced from the land by natural or
financial calamity and drawn to the northern industrial cities by
high wages and the chance to escape the stifling atmosphere of
the Deep South.

In 1915 only 1,100 blacks were in the Chicago packing plants,
but by 1918 the number had jumped to 6,510. Just how quickly
this transformation of the work force took place is suggested by
table 3, showing the growth of black employment at one of the
largest Chicago plants between the beginning of 1916 and the end
of 1918. Within two years the number of blacks at this plant rose
from about 300 to more than 3,000, an increase from 3.7 percent
to over 22 percent of the work force.

While the Chicago labor force as a whole was expanding rapidly
throughout these years, black employment was growing much
faster. After tripling in the first six months of 1916, the number of
black workers more than doubled again during the following year.
At the height of war production, blacks made up as much as 70 to
80 percent of the workers in some of the smaller plants. After fall¬
ing a little at the end of the war, when production dropped,
black employment rose once again, reaching almost 20 percent by
1920. During the depression year of 1921, large numbers of black
common laborers were laid off, but with the return of prosperity
black employment climbed once again, to its highest level, more
than one-third of the labor force in the city's two largest plants by
the end of 1923.^^

Demographically, black migrants bore a strong likeness to those
who had preceded them into the common labor pool. They were
disproportionately young and unattached, either because they
were single or because they had left their families back home in
their search for work and their efforts to save money. Having
worked most of their lives in agriculture, they now faced the regi¬
mentation and alienation of mass-production work and the prob¬
lems of adjusting to life in a big industrial city. Yet in other
respects their situation differed from that of the new immigrants.
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Table 3. The Growth of Black Employment in One Major
Chicago Packinghouse, January 1916 to December 1918

Total Negro Percent

Employment Employment Negro

January 1916 8,361 311 3.7

July 1916 8,062 733 9.1

January 1917 10,255 1,657 16.2

July 1917 10,679 2,278 21.3

January 1918 10,878 3,069 22.1

July 1918 15,336 2,323 15.1

December 1918 17,434 3,621 20.8

Source: George E. Haynes, The Negro at Worh During the World War and Dunng
Reconstruction, U.S. Department of Labor, Division of Negro Economics
(Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1921), 54-55.

By the period of the First World War and the early twenties, as
some Poles and other eastern Europeans began to climb toward
the more skilled jobs, blacks were still nearly all relegated to
those chronically insecure positions paying the least. Together
with the growing number of women in the industry, black and
immigrant white, black men provided the critical nucleus of shift¬
ing, casual laborers upon which the industry depended. Excluded
entirely from some departments, they were often placed in the
least desirable jobs in the others.^®

Even more than the recent Slavic immigrants, black migrants
were confined to unskilled jobs. Of 7,957 in eight different Chi¬
cago plants during 1922, almost 99 percent were doing unskilled
work. Black workers complained of discrimination in advance¬
ment and many lost what they called "hope on the job." Still, by
1920, the Meat Trust had become the largest employer in
Chicago's Black Belt, engaging more than one-half of all the
community's manufacturing workers. By comparison, the steel in¬
dustry, the next most important employer of black labor, took on
less than one-fourth the total in meat packing. If it were possible
to count all those who stayed in the industry only briefly and then
moved on to other work, it is likely we would find that most black
men in Chicago had some experience in the packing plants by the
1920s. Throughout this era when many industries remained
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closed to blacks because of employer or union hostility, the pack¬
ers offered them relatively high wages and continued to employ
them even during economic decline. The implications of this ex¬
treme reliance on packinghouse employment for conditions in the
black community and for the consciousness of black butcher
workmen were one reason why labor organization was particularly
difficult among these migrants.^'

While black employment in meat packing remained high
through the twenties, working conditions deteriorated. The indus¬
try entered a period of decline as the demand for meat fell off,
and work became even more seasonal. A smaller proportion of the
labor force was kept on during the slack period, and this situation
translated into more layoffs for blacks.

Slack periods gave the packers an opportunity to reconstitute
their work force because such a large proportion of it was laid off.
In the early years of the twentieth century, the proportion of
Slavic immigrants increased at the expense of the older immigrant
groups. To some extent, this was the natural outcome of a gradual
process due more to broader social changes than to conscious
planning on the packers' part. The situation was different, how¬
ever, during the depression of 1921. Here the packers clearly
made a choice to replace Slavic and especially Polish immigrants
with blacks and Mexicans. This shift was part of a strategy to
break down labor organization, and the trend was reversed follow¬
ing the destruction of the union. Beginning with the summer of
1923, the proportion of blacks in the industry was gradually re¬
duced. In her study of black employment and work conditions in
the packing industry. Alma Herbst concluded that "the com¬
panies count upon the Negroes as an ever-present group of job-
seekers who may always be found loitering around the employ¬
ment office.The same remark might have been, and was,
made about the Poles or Lithuanians a few years earlier or of the
Mexicans a few years later.

The Mexicans arrived in the early twenties to round out the
ethnic composition of the industry. Although they entered in
small numbers during the First World War, and did not make up
a significant proportion of the work force until about 1923, from
that point on their numbers rose until by 1928 they represented
about 6 percent of the workers in Chicago's plants. Like previous
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migrant groups, most had not been in the United States long
when they went to work in the industry. They were also young
and single. Of several thousand studied by Paul Taylor in 1928,
almost 80 percent had been in the U.S. five years or less. Over 60
percent were under thirty and more than half unmarried. As Mex¬
icans entered the industry, often after some experience in railroad
construction gangs, they were concentrated in the common labor
ranks, as other migrants had been before them.^"*

THE WOMEN WORKERS

Women were already an important labor source in some packing¬
house departments, notably by-products and canning, before the
1890s, and their representation in the work force grew consistently
from the late nineteenth century through the First World War. The
most rapid increase, however, came during the 1890s and the first
five years of this century, when extreme division of labor and the
mechanization of some operations diluted the degree of skill re¬

quired for most jobs, reducing them to tasks that women were
deemed capable of performing. By the 1920s women could be
found in most departments of a modern packinghouse—making,
labeling, and filling cans; trimming meat; making sausage casings;
packing lard, butter, butterine, chipped beef, cheese, and other
items; and even working on the hog- and cattle-killing floors of a
few houses. In 1890 women represented 1.6 percent of Chicago's
packinghouse workers; by 1920, 12.6 percent.

Yet even as women came to play a more important role in the
industry, their work tended to be different in a number of ways
from that done by most men. In those departments where they
replaced men, women worked in the most poorly paid positions,
while men retained the few coveted jobs. In sausagemaking, for
example, women twisted, linked, and tied, while men tended the
steam-driven stuffing machines—and received a higher rate of
pay.^ Moreover, while lines of progression were established for
men in some departments during the late nineteenth century, ad¬
vancement was virtually nonexistent for women as late as the
1920s, Occasionally a production worker might make the giant
leap to a clerical job or even become a "forelady," but most spent
their careers in unskilled work.^^
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Table 4. The Growth of Women's Employment in the Chicago
Meat-packing Industry, 1890-1920

Men Women
Year Total* N (%) N (%)

1890 15,523 14,875 (95.8) 243 (1.6)
1900 25,141 23,205 (92.3) 1,421 (5.7)
1905 22,391 19,857 (88.7) 2,477 (11.1)
1910 22,064 19,384 (87.9) 2,647 (12.0)
1920 45,011 39,341 (87.4) 5,649 (12.6)

*Figures include small proportions of children.
Sources: Eleventh U.S. Census, 1890, Manufactures (Washington, D.C.: GPO,
1895), 144-^5; Twelfth U.S. Census, 1900, Manufactures CW2&\\\x\p.on, D.C.:
GPO, 1902), 184—85; U.S. Census of Manufactures, 1905, part 2 (Washington,
D.C.: GPO, 1906), 236; Thirteenth U.S. Census, 1910, Manufactures
(Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1912), 298; Fourteenth U.S. Census, 1920,
Manufactures (Washington, D.C.; GPO, 1923), 364.

Women also contended with different pay systems from those
for men. While very few men worked for piece rates, these were
common in departments with large numbers of women. Packers
sometimes tried to increase productivity by organizing the women
into small piece-rate teams. Wages for women packinghouse
workers compared unfavorably not only with those of their male
counterparts, but also with working women in other Chicago in¬
dustries. In 1906 over 84 percent of the women in packing stud¬
ied by the Illinois Bureau of Labor Statistics earned less than the
common labor rate, i.e., the lowest rate for men, and this pattern
persisted over the next two decades.^®

In an industry famous for its casual hiring practices and ex¬
tremely erratic employment patterns, women were also far less
secure in their jobs than were male employees. As a group,
women in packing and by-product departments were laid off for
shorter periods of time than men on the kill floors, but the prob¬
lem of seasonal layoffs affected a larger proportion of them than of
the men. Even after the packers made attempts to stabilize their
work force, women still suffered disproportionately from seasonal
unemployment. In her careful study of payroll records for the
1920s, Alma Herbst found that much of the industry's high labor
turnover was concentrated within a fairly small segment of the la-
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bor force consisting largely of foreign-born women and blacks.
Until World War I the vast majority of women workers (from 80

to 95 percent) were single and most were young, the average age
remaining about twenty. Changes in the racial and ethnic compo¬
sition of the female labor force paralleled those for men. Up to
the turn of the century about half were foreign-born, while the
rest were primarily the American-born daughters of Irish, Ger¬
man, and Bohemian butchers. By the 1890s there was a slight
shift from Irish and German to Bohemian and Polish, paralleling
the more general shift in the ethnic composition of the labor force
as a whole. Over 90 percent of a large sample (N = 206) investi¬
gated in 1892 were single. Most had entered the industry' quite
young (mean = 14 years, 8.2 months) and had been working in it
for several years (mean = 5 years, 2.7 months).'^'

The ethnic makeup of the labor force continued to change after
the turn of the century, so that the constituency for women's
unionism in 1901-4 was quite heterogeneous, a mixture of more

experienced second-generation Irish women and a mass of
younger recent Polish and Lithuanian immigrants. A 1906 Illinois
Bureau of Labor Statistics study of 456 women found that nearly
two-thirds (62 percent) were native-born and well over half of the
foreign-born were from eastern Europe, most of them Polish.
While many of the native-born were daughters of immigrants, the
fathers were now more apt to be Polish laborers than skilled Irish
butchers. Still, most of the women were single (85.4 percent) and
lived at home (78 percent). More women walked to work in pack¬
ing than in any other Chicago industry considered in the 1906
study.'*'

During the next two decades, the ethnic shift continued. By
1911 Edith Abbott and Sophinisba Breckinridge of the University
of Chicago found very few Irish women in the packinghouses ex¬
cept in forelady positions. A 1918 study conducted by the packers
themselves (N = 600) discovered that about 40 percent of the
white women questioned were first- or second-generation Polish
and another 25 percent were Lithuanian. During the war and the
early 1920s black women entered the industry in large numbers so
that by 1928 they accounted for over 25 percent of the female la¬
bor force.

Few married women entered the packing plants until World
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War I. As late as 1914, for example, almost 90 percent of the
women working in Armour's Chicago plant were single. During
the war, however, the combined effects of conscription, increased
production, and a dramatic decline in immigration produced a
severe labor shortage in packing as in many other industries. As a
result, thousands of married women, including many with small
children, joined the industry's labor force.One characteristic
which most of these married women shared with their single sis¬
ters was the need to work in order to ensure the economic survival
of their families.'*^

COMMON LABOR IN MASS-PRODUCTION INDUSTRY

Many social historians have emphasized the problems employers
faced in disciplining and socializing "pre-industrial" people in the
formation of a modern labor force.'*® One might expect that the
problem would be particularly severe in a highly rationalized in¬
dustry like packing, which depended for its labor supply on un¬
derdeveloped regions of eastern Europe and the American South.
But the image of both the black migrants and the new immigrants
as ignorant peasants torn from the land with little or no work ex¬
perience beyond the soil has been challenged recently by research
which has uncovered the complicated process by which both
groups made their way to the American industrial city.

During the late nineteenth century traditional eastern Euro¬
pean peasant economies were in decay. Demographic changes,
continual subdivision of land, and the gradual erosion of tradi¬
tional household industries produced a class of mobile agricultural
proletarians in each of the three regions of what is today Poland
and in other parts of eastern Europe. These landless farmers mi¬
grated throughout Europe and beyond in search of work, hoping
always to return with enough money to resume their old way of
life. In the case of black migrants, an equally complex system of
migration developed with the northern industrial city as the
farthest point in an ongoing search for work. Many young blacks
migrated seasonally and worked at a variety of jobs to supplement
their own incomes or those of their sharecropper parents.'*^

Historian Peter Stearns has argued against drawing too sharply
the line between agricultural and other kinds of work in "tradi-
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tional" societies and common labor in "modern" industrializing
society. Like agricultural work, for example, work in many late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century industries was seasonal
and hours were irregular. Even some specific tasks that rural mi¬
grants encountered in their new environment were not very dif¬
ferent from those in the old country. The discontinuity, Stearns
argues, was not so great as some historians have thought.'*^

Even if many black and Slavic migrants came into Chicago's
packing plants directly from farms, some of the tasks to which
they were set—stuffing sausage, shoveling manure, or even

slaughtering—were precisely those with which many of them had
had some experience. In the packing plants the irregular
workweek, fluctuating length of the workday, and seasonal nature
of the industry seem to complement what have often been
termed "pre-industrial" work habits and lifestyles. Seasonality
and irregular employment might allow time for religious observa¬
tion, weddings, funerals, and other traditional cultural functions,
or even for journeys home. When A. L. Jackson of the Wabash
Avenue Y.M.C.A. asked a discharged black migrant whether he
had gone to work every day, the man replied, "Goodness no! I
just had to have some days of the week off for pleasure." Perhaps
the very irregularity of packinghouse work as well as the
preponderance of hand labor were characteristics which allowed
for a period of adjustment in the working lives of black and Slavic
migrants.'*®

On balance, however, the confrontation with Packingtown was
a real departure in the lives of these workers, in several ways.
First, their labor was bought and sold as a commodity within a
highly competitive big-city labor market. Seasonality in Lithuania
or Mississippi might have meant a respite after harvesting during
which one might fish, do odd jobs, or subsist on what had been
laid by. In Chicago, however, idleness meant submergence in a
flooded casual labor market and the constant pressure of rising
commodity prices which left those living on the common labor
rate far behind. The black migrant quoted above probably had lit¬
tle trouble finding another job during the severe labor shortage of
the war years, but in more normal times he was one face in a large
crowd. Even the Polish agricultural laborer who sold his time to
the highest bidder did so in Poland within a narrowly demarcated



56 Work and Community in the Jungle

local market. In Chicago he made the transaction in competition
with an army of other "working stiffs," each with nothing
between him and starvation but his own strength. A young
Lithuanian laborer described his own recognition of the predica¬
ment: "I knew that money was everything I needed. My money
was almost gone and I thought that I would die soon unless I got a
job, for this was not like home. Here money was everything and a
man without money must die."'*^

The nature of the work itself and even the physical environ¬
ment of the packing plants were also markedly different from
anything most newcomers had encountered. Less than half of
those black migrants interviewed in 1920 by the Chicago Com¬
mission on Race Relations were utilizing any previous training or
experience in their new work. The majority, like the Slavic immi¬
grants studied by the Immigration Commission, had been farm¬
ers. Of course, many migrants had worked in various southern
industries—lumbering or tobacco manufacturing, for example—
but even they had done so on a short-term basis. The fact that
black employment remained high in packing and that fifty
thousand migrants were still in Chicago in 1920 suggests that
some sort of adjustment to permanent industrial employment was
necessary for many.^®

Likewise, the Polish or Lithuanian peasant faced a work en¬
vironment different from any he or she had known in Europe.
Chicago's packing plants were simply huge. Except perhaps for
steel mills, they were as a class the largest factories in early
twentieth-century America. By the turn of the century Armour
gathered over 6,200 workers together in one establishment; Swift,
more than 5,000.^' During World War I, the plants grew enor¬
mously. The labor force in one of Chicago's largest more than
doubled, from 8,000 workers to 17,000, in the course of the
conflict. Adjacent to the plants themselves, the Union Stockyards
sprawled. "There is over a square mile of space in the yards,"
Upton Sinclair wrote, "and more than half of it is occupied by cat¬
tle pens; north and south, as far as the eye can reach there
stretches a sea of pens. And they were all filled—so many cattle
no one had ever dreamed existed in the world.The sheer size
of the yards and slaughterhouses impressed the most sophisti¬
cated visitors, who flocked to see them from around the world.



The great stone gate at the main entrance of the Union Stockyards, near the corner
of Thirty-ninth and Halsted streets, circa 1905-10. (Courtesy of the Chicago Histori¬
cal Society, ICHi-19107)



A view across Union Stockyards with the Armour packing plant in the distance, from
a sketch by Joseph Pennell, 1917.



(Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society, ICHi-17497)



The casual labor system in the yards: A line of men waiting to be hired in front of
the Central Time Station, Union Stockyards, 1904. (Courtesy of the Chicago Histori¬
cal Society, DN-100)

A group of packinghouse workers seated in front of a saloon along "Whiskey Row"
on Ashland Avenue, just across from the packing plants, around the turn of the cen¬
tury. Several of the men hold the metal pails used to transport beer across to the
plants. (From a contemporary post card, courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society)
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A "splitter" cleaves a carcass into halves
on the killing floor, from a sketch by
Joseph Pennell, 1917. (Courtesy of the
Chicago Historical Society, ICHi-()4109)

"Knockers" stunning cattle on the kill¬
ing floor, from a sketch by Joseph Pen¬
nell, 1917. (Courtesy of the Chicago
Historical Society, ICHi-14903)



Hog butchers dressing carcasses, from a sketch by Joseph Pennell, 1917. (Courtesy
of the Chicago Historical Society, ICHi-17496)

A canning department staffed largely by young women workers, 1917. (Courtesy of
the Chicago Flistorical Society, ICHi-03286)
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The impression they must have made on a young, recently ar¬
rived peasant can only be imagined.

Within the plants the atmosphere was dominated by the sight,
sound, and smell of death on a monumental scale. On the hog-
killing floor, the ear was constantly assaulted by the lamentations
of dying pigs. "The uproar was appalling, perilous to the ear
drums; one feared there was too much sound for the room to

hold—that the walls might give way or the ceiling crack. There
were high squeals and low squeals, grunts, and wails of agony;
there would be a momentary lull, and then a fresh outburst,
louder than ever, surging up to deafening climax."" In the midst
of all this squealing, gears ground; carcasses slammed into one

another; cleavers and axes split flesh and bone; and foremen and
straw bosses shouted orders in half a dozen languages.

It was not only the size of the packing plants, their cacophany
of human, animal, and machine sounds, and their distinctive odor
that distinguished them from the migrant's earlier work environ¬
ments. What made packinghouses really different was the organi¬
zation of their labor processes and the speed with which the work
was performed. It is difficult to imagine an early twentieth-
century industry that involved more incessant repetition or closer
supervision than did meat packing. Division of labor in rural, agri¬
cultural societies, be they in Poland or the Deep South, tended to
be what Marx called a social division of labor, while the minute
subdivision of the task in the packinghouse was division of labor in
detail}'*' In the former, the various tasks might be sorted out to
family members, often on the basis of gender, but any one indi¬
vidual had numerous responsibilities, each of which contributed
to the maintenance of the farm and the family. In the giant pack¬
inghouse an operation which the peasant or farmer had done once
a year—the slaughtering of a hog—was broken down into its con¬
stituent elements, each of which was assigned to one or more la¬
borers among the thousands who made up the work force. Jurgis
Rudkus, the hero of Upton Sinclair's The Jungle, never thought he
would "live to see one hog dressed by several hundred men.""

It was probably the pace of the work which laborers complained
of most. The hog butchers and laborers whom Jurgis watched
were "working like demons" because they were under the watch¬
ful eye of a foreman or straw boss, and they understood that their
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livelihoods were at stake, for a defining characteristic of mass-
production work is that control over the production process is ex¬
ercised by another person. Through the pacesetter, the endless
chain, moving cutting benches, and close supervision, the packers
controlled the pace of work.

William Hard, a sympathetic journalist, described the scene on
the assembly line in a packing department: "The onlooker him¬
self is so filled with a benumbing sense of the concentrated mono¬
tony of life as he observes a girl stuffing pieces of dried beef into a
glass can, hour after hour, day after day, year after year, her eyes
fixed on the beef, the table, and the can, her fingers moving with
the steady regularity of the clicking of a watch. . . . She seems
like an assimilated part of automatic nature.

The threat mass production posed to skilled workers, then, was
paralleled by the alienation it caused among the unskilled mi¬
grants. Whatever control over his or her daily work the individual
Polish peasant or black sharecropper had enjoyed on the land was
relinquished the moment he or she walked through the stock¬
yards gate.

Each of these groups of workers—the older skilled immigrants,
the new immigrant common laborers, the black migrants, and the
young women workers—faced different conditions. For the
skilled men, the system meant a maddening pace and continued
threats to their status; for the immigrant or black common laborer,
a wage below subsistence level and a constant search for employ¬
ment; for the young woman worker, a race against the stopwatch
to make her piece rate. To all, the system offered chronic insecu¬
rity of employment, domination by superintendents, foremen,
and straw bosses, and the personal alienation that is an ines¬
capable product of mass-production work. Like countless genera¬
tions before and after them, these people worked to live. It is to
the quality of their lives that we now turn.
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3
The Families and Communities

of Packingtown, 1894-1922

If the rich could pay people to die for them, the poor would make
a wonderful living.

Yiddish Proverb

That word "job" came into my vocabulary in 1894 and has since
become almost a sacred word. ... It is the first word learned by
the immigrant; the children lisp it; the aged cling to it to the end.
A "steady job" or "Please give me a job" is ever at the front of
their minds and on the tips of their tongues.

Mary McDowell'

Drawn from various parts of the United States and from around
the world; separated from one another by previous work experi¬
ence, as well as by language and custom, Packingtown's residents
nevertheless shared a common fate. The vast majority of them
worked in the packinghouses, most as common laborers. How did
this work shape the lives of those who depended upon it for their
livelihoods and how did it affect the communities they created for
themselves.^

The packers lacked the sort of direct control over their workers'
lives which employers achieved in company towns where manage-
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ment not only controlled employment, and often housing and lo¬
cal government, but even churches and other cultural institutions.
In contrast, by the early twentieth century Chicago's South Side
was a patchwork quilt of vibrant ethnic neighborhoods constitu¬
ting alternative sources for ideas and values to those of employers
and the dominant middle-class culture. The divisions among such
communities were real. Indeed, consciousness of nationality
seems to have been increasing during the early twentieth centu¬
ry, especially among eastern Europeans. But packinghouse work¬
ers from these myriad ethnic communities found a common

ground—not only in the sense that they came into contact with
one another in the packing plants and in the neighborhoods, but
also through shared work experiences and grievances, grievances
often seen as threats to precisely the traditional values of family
and community which lay at the heart of their cultures. It was
upon such common ground that working-class formation and or¬
ganization developed.

The relative cultural autonomy of these communities did not
save them from the effects of packinghouse employment. So¬
cially, the South Side's ethnic heterogeneity was itself a product
of the constant recomposition of the industry's labor force. The
nature of meat packing as an industry meant that it also strongly
influenced the physical character of Packingtown and the quality
of life there.

The industry's negative impact may be seen in pollution, in ex¬
treme overcrowding, and in the poor health such conditions pro¬
duced. In a word, Packingtown was an industrial slum. But to say
that the neighborhood was dirty and congested, its people poor,
does not tell us what it was like to live in a place like Packing-
town. How did low wages and irregular employment influence the
way people organized their lives.^ And how were such problems
related to the general struggle for survival.^ In order to approach
these questions systematically, we must take a more intimate look
at Packingtown. We need to look into its families' homes and be¬
gin to piece together a picture of a local economy based on casual
employment and the common labor rate—economic realities faced
by millions of workers in industries and communities throughout
the country in these years.
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THE SOCIAL ECOLOGY OF POVERTY

Like so many other industrial cities, turn-of-the-century Chicago
was a study in social contrasts. Nowhere were these more ap¬
parent than in two neighboring communities on the city's South
Side—Hyde Park and Packingtown. Beginning life as a suburb
linked to the city's central business district by Illinois Central
commuter trains, Hyde Park was annexed by the city in 1889.
The neighborhood underwent a dramatic development as a result
of the establishment of the University of Chicago there in 1892
and the opening of the World's Columbian Exposition on the
southern shore of Lake Michigan the following year. Laid out
with wide, landscaped boulevards and quiet tree-lined residential
streets, Hyde Park was a bastion of middle-class respectability in
the midst of Chicago's industrial South Side (see map 1).

Though the two communities were within a couple of miles of
each other, most Hyde Park residents probably had little reason
or desire to visit Packingtown. They could journey downtown for
work or shopping without coming near the working-class neigh¬
borhood. To those who occasionally made the trip—the students
and faculty from the University of Chicago's prestigious depart¬
ment of sociology—Packingtown offered a "social laboratory" at
the doorstep of their campus. One of the university's prime
motivations in deciding to establish a settlement house in the area
was, in fact, to provide its budding social scientists with a window
into the world of the immigrant worker.^ The proximity of the
two neighborhoods is partly responsible for the rich picture of life
in Packingtown available to us, as University of Chicago investiga¬
tors produced books and articles on a broad range of social prob¬
lems, using Packingtown as their case study. ^

A theme runs through many descriptions of the neighborhood,
those of social scientists as well as popular journalists. It conveys
an image of Packingtown as a place beyond the pale of normal so¬
ciety, a place which, because of the degraded and volatile charac¬
ter of its population, posed a threat to the metropolitan commun¬
ity as a whole. Ernest Poole's 1904 description captures this view;
"Packingtown begins to seem like a little world in itself. You feel
that there is a great mass of humanity, the kind that is the hardest
to manage, the easiest to inflame, the slowest to understand.""*
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Charles J. Bushneil, a doctoral student at the University of Chi¬
cago, saw his dissertation as a study of the dangers inherent in the
development of such a degraded population.

With our cities growing much more rapidly than our country dis¬
tricts, great hordes of population of diverse languages, customs,
and habits, are being annually crowded into congested city wards,
where . . . [life] becomes a wild, sodden, sickening, inhuman,
and infinitely tragical struggle; not only a menace to those finer
dreams of noble, joyous, and beautiful national life, but a threat to
the very essentials of common and decent civilization itself.

Few of Packingtown's inhabitants viewed their community in this
light, but Bushnell was not the only Hyde Parker to see the
neighborhood primarily in terms of the threat it seemed to pose to
the more respectable elements of the city.

Packingtown was but one portion of a solid industrial belt run¬

ning north and south along the branches of the Chicago River
from the city's central business district. On the South Side the in¬
dustrial landscape included vast expanses of railroad freightyards
with their warehouses and car shops, a network of canals serving a
dozen lumberyards, the huge McCormick plant of International
Harvester Corporation, a number of foundries and machine shops,
breweries, and several coalyards and electrical generating stations
to keep the whole complex in operation. Farther south lay the
blast furnaces and rolling mills of South Chicago. Just north of
Thirty-ninth Street, a number of box manufacturers, packing
companies, and rendering plants drew upon the stockyards for
their economic survival and on the surrounding neighborhoods for
their labor supply.^

One became aware of Packingtown long before stepping down
from the streetcar near the great stone gate of the Union Stock¬
yards. The unique yards smell—a mixture of decaying blood,
hair, and organic tissue; fertilizer dust; smoke; and other ingre¬
dients—permeated the air of the surrounding neighborhoods.
Smoke belching from the stacks of the largest plants all but ob¬
scured the other dominant structures in the South Side skyline,
the steeples of the various ethnic churches.

To the white-collar worker or university student passing
through on a streetcar, Packingtown's very appearance and physi-
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cal isolation must have enhanced its image as a world apart. On
the north, at Thirty-ninth Street, lay "Bubbly Creek," a long
dead arm of the Chicago River that derived its name from the car¬
bolic acid gas rising to its surface from decaying packinghouse re¬
fuse. To the west, a stench rose from a series of uncovered city
dumps where Hyde Park and other neighborhoods threw their
garbage. South of Packingtown, across numerous railroad tracks at
Fifty-first Street, lay a more respectable working-class district
populated largely by skilled workers from the older immigrant
groups. In all directions except south, freightyards cut the area off
from the rest of the city. On the east, the entire neighborhood
was dominated by the Union Stockyards themselves, which
stretched, together with the packing plants and their auxiliary in¬
dustries, for a full mile south from Thirty-ninth Street to Forty-
seventh Street and for a mile west between Halsted Street and
Ashland Avenue (see map 2). The yards resembled a small town
with its own police and fire protection, banks, hotel and restau¬
rant facilities, hundreds of miles of roads, ramps, and railways
and, of course, thousands of animals herded together into pens
awaiting their fate.^

Just south and west of the yards, tucked amidst the smoke and
garbage, packing plants and car shops, was a community of forty
thousand people. The advantage to living here was obvious from
the common laborer's point of view—one could walk to work. In
an industry where employment depended in large part on one's
ability to stay close to the plants, waiting for the word from the
foreman or special policeman, this was an important considera¬
tion. In turn, ethnic communities thrived in this forbidding en¬
vironment, and so the laborer could expect to find a comprehensi¬
ble language and familiar cultural institutions there as well as
emotional and economic support in the struggle for existence.

Notwithstanding such important considerations, the combined
effects of the casual labor system and the close proximity of the
neighborhood to the yards and packing plants undermined the
quality of life in Packingtown. By 1900 nearly all of the streets in
Hyde Park were paved, for example, while Packingtown's roads,
with the exceptions of Forty-seventh Street and Ashland Avenue,
were dirt. The working-class community also had far fewer sewer¬
age facilities than its neighbors, and its main business district con-
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sisted largely of saloons. With an average family income at the
turn of the century of less than one-fifth of Hyde Park's, Packing-
town had more than fourteen times the number of families on re¬

lief. By the First World War, physical conditions had improved
somewhat, but the neighborhood remained polluted and un-
healthful.®

Living in the shadow of the packing plants and working in their
damp cellars and cutting rooms meant not only irregular employ¬
ment at low wages but often disabling illness and death. The
industry's effects on the physical environment are best reflected
in the health statistics for the neighboring communities. Although
Packingtown's population was less than twice the size of Hyde
Park's in the years from 1894 to 1900, its deaths from consump¬
tion, bronchitis, diphtheria, and other contagious diseases ranged
from two and a half to five times those for the middle-class neigh¬
borhood. As in so many other urban communities of the era, tu¬
berculosis was the big killer, accounting for more than 30 percent
of the 429 adult deaths during 1908 and 1909. Packingtown was
widely thought to have the highest tuberculosis rate in the city
and one of the highest in the country. Infant mortality rates for
the period around the turn of the century were also dispropor¬
tionately high. Packingtown averaged less than three and a half
times Hyde Park's number of children under six but almost five
and a half times its mortality figure for those in that age group. By
1909, the situation was actually worse. One of every three infants
died before the age of two, a rate seven and a half times that for
the lakefront ward that included Hyde Park.*^

Not included in such health statistics are the thousands of inju¬
ries which became a part of the new mass-production process, in¬
cluding many peculiar to meat packing. In one house alone. Swift
and Company, 3,500 injuries were reported for the first six
months of 1910, and this number included only those requiring a
physician's care. According to the director of Armour's welfare
department, one of every two of the company's 22,381 workers
was injured or became ill at work during 1917. Armour's Chicago
plant averaged twenty-three accidents per day. Each job had its
own dangers: the dampness and cold of the pickling room and
hide cellar; the sharp blade of the beef boner's knife; the noxious
dust of the wool department and fertilizer plant; the wild charge
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Map 1. Three Working-class Communities on Chicago's South Side, 1920
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of a half-crazed steer on the killing floor. And those dangers in¬
trinsic to the work itself were exacerbated by the speed with
which it was carried on. The result was frequent idleness due to
accidents and disease. In a total of 284 households studied by the
U.S. Commissioner of Labor in 1905, thirty-four family heads (12
percent) noted periods of unemployment, averaging about 12.4
weeks, as a result of accidents or illness on the job. At work or at
home, a butcher workman or -woman faced death and disabling
illness simply by virtue of his or her occupation and social posi¬
tion.'®

The dismal health of the community can be attributed in part
to the pollution of the environment. The neighborhood was
known throughout the city for its filth, smoke, and smell. When
Robert Hunter set out to study tenement conditions in Chicago
for the City Homes Association in 1901, he intentionally chose
not to investigate Packingtown, fearing that conditions there were
so bad that they might prejudice his sample of the city's slums.

If the purpose had been merely to select the worst houses and
blocks that the city can show, portions of the North and South
Sides would have been chosen. The Stock Yards District and por¬
tions of South Chicago show outside sanitary conditions as bad as

any in the world. Indescribable filth and rubbish, together with the
absence of sewerage, make the surroundings of every frame cottage
abominably unsanitary. "

The housing itself and the congestion within it probably also
lowered the community's health standards. While the percentage
of all-frame buildings in the city as a whole was only 59.7, the
figure for Packingtown was 92.6. Out of twenty-four neighbor¬
hoods canvassed in 1909-10 by University of Chicago students,
only the South Chicago steel area had more frame homes. The
vast majority of Packingtown's, like much of Chicago's working-
class housing, were built before the housing reforms of 1902. In
practical terms, this meant they were firetraps. In 1923 another
University of Chicago investigation found that the condition of
many buildings had deteriorated still more since the earlier study.
The packers' own attorney concluded in 1918 that the only solu¬
tion to slum housing was "absolute destruction of the district. You
should tear down the district, burn all the houses."'' Lacking any
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suitable alternative housing, the citizens of Packingtown could
not afford to follow the attorney's advice. Instead, most faniilies
made do with what they had.

The typical Packingtown tenement was a dilapidated two-story
wooden structure divided into four or more flats. Each flat con¬

sisted of four dark, ill-ventilated rooms shared by the family and
its boarders. An "average" household included 6.7 people—the
parents, two children, and two or three boarders. There were
exceptions—a good number of widows; some families who had
taken in grandparents; even a flat shared by eight men, one of
whom cooked and cleaned while the others worked. But the
overwhelming majority of households comprised nuclear families
who took in boarders of their own nationality. The degree of
congestion in the flat had a direct relationship to the family's
economic condition as well as to its stage in the family life cycle.
Poorer families with all their children still at home were forced to

take in more boarders, thereby aggravating the congestion.
Predictably, the most crowded parts of the neighborhood were
those inhabited by the greatest number of boarders, and these
were also the blocks with the highest rates for tuberculosis and in¬
fant mortality.'^

But boarding was essential to the local economy and had a dual
function. For many of the community's families, it represented
the margin between economic survival and catastrophe. At least
one-third and perhaps as many as half of the Slavic and
Lithuanian packinghouse workers in the years before the First
World War were bachelors or married men who had left their fam¬
ilies in Europe. In addition, a minority were young, single women
living away from home. The 1909 University of Chicago housing
study indicates that about a third of Packingtown's population
consisted of boarders. For them the system offered the cheapest
possible accommodation within easy walking distance of the
yards. The average rate for room and board was about $10.25 per
month, and the rate for women was usually a bit lower than that
for men. This was somewhere around one-fourth the average
monthly wage for men and about one-third the average monthly
wage for women. But the boarding system, by providing a cheap
means of existence for the boarder and an important supplement
to the family income, helped to subsidize a low-wage economy.
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Since it led to overcrowding and disease, it was another way in
which the expenses of the industry were assumed by the com¬
munity.

In the midst of all these figures it is easy to overlook the fact
that these crowded frame tenements were people's homes. In com¬
piling a manuscript census of the area in 1905, Ethelbert Stewart
and his investigators noted the furnishings and appearance of the
flats they visited. Apart from suggesting that the middle-class sen¬
sibilities of the investigators were offended by much of what they
saw, the notations also indicate the range of conditions and a clear
effort on the part of many families to bring a touch of humanity to
otherwise rather dismal surroundings. Pictures of relatives in the
old country, the Madonna and Christ, and patron saints adorned
many walls. Some families managed to afford rugs and draperies,
while others had to live without them. Plants and flowers fought
for their share of the polluted atmosphere. Some of the com¬

munity's families clearly took great pride in their homes. Such
evidence that the human spirit remained alive in the shadow of
the slaughterhouse makes the neighborhood's dogged tenacity in
subsequent struggles more understandable.

THE SOCIAL RELATIONS OF A SLUM

In the early years of this century Packingtown became increas¬
ingly congested under the impact of successive waves of "new
immigrants"—unskilled workers from agricultural backgrounds in
eastern Europe. Between the turn of the century and the end of
the First World War, the original Irish and German pioneers were
largely displaced by Slavic people, particularly Poles and
Lithuanians.

Table 5 shows how quickly this transformation of the neighbor¬
hood took place. The old immigrant (German, Irish, Canadian)
groups declined in cumulative percentage of the population from
55.5 in 1900 to 28 in 1910, while the new immigrant groups (Pol¬
ish, Lithuanian, Slovak, Hungarian) rose from 18.5 percent to 48
percent of the population over these same years. The 1910 sam¬
ple also included several Slovene and eastern European Jewish
families. A 1905 census by the U.S. Commissioner of Labor and a
1909 University of Chicago survey both demonstrate a dispropor-
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Table 5. Ethnic Composition of Packingtown Male Family
Heads, 1900-1910

1900 1910

(N = 200) (N = 200)
Native-bom 4.0% 4.0%

Foreign-bom:*
German 34.51 16.5]
Irish 18.5 55.5 9.5
Canadian 2.5- 2.0J
Bohemian 18.0 13.0
Polish 17.5 29.0]
Lithuanian 0.5 18.5 11.0

,

Slovak — 6.0

Hungarian 0.5^ 2.oJ
Other 4.0 7.0

TOTAL 100.0% 100.0%

•The ethnic categories include immigrants and the children of immigrants.
Source: Systematic sample of 200 family heads, U.S. Bureau of the Census,
Manuscript Census of Chicago, 1900 and 1910.

tionate concentration of eastern European families, notably Poles
and Lithuanians, in those parts of the neighborhood immediately
adjacent to the stockyards. The massive immigration following
the turn of the century transformed the ethnic character of the
neighborhood, then, creating a community which was quite
mixed ethnically but increasingly dominated by new immigrants.
The size of the population also grew dramatically, crowding more
and more people into the stifling wooden tenements. In the first
decade of this century population increased by 75 percent and
continued to grow until by 1920 over fifty-seven thousand people
were living "back of the yards.

All of these people lived on about one square mile of land, in¬
cluding streets and parks, surrounded by garbage dumps, stock¬
yards, packing plants, and railroad tracks. Population density in
Packingtown was seventy-five per acre in 1910; the figure for the
less congested working-class community immediately south was
only forty. Some parts of the neighborhood were more crowded
than others. In several of the blocks just west of the yards, for ex-
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ample, where boarders were most heavily concentrated, density
ranged from two hundred to three hundred and fifty per acre in
1909.'^ (See map 2, p. 80.)

Throughout the early twentieth century social life in the com¬

munity flowed along paths shaped by a strong ethnic identi¬
fication among the various nationalities. One striking indication
of this division was the almost total absence of interethnic mar¬

riages. Of 284 households surveyed in 1905, only five were
inhabited by interethnic couples: one Polish/Russian, one Polish/
Bohemian, one English/Irish, one German/Bohemian, and one
Polish/Slovak. At the most intimate level of social relations, then,
ethnicity ruled; sexual contact across nationality lines was ex¬

tremely rare, at least among the first generation.'^
If it was rare for someone of one nationality to marry someone

of another, this was because people's personal lives were divided
from one another, on the surface at least, by the organizations and
culture which they created for themselves. Soon after arrival in
the community, each ethnic group established its own church, so
that despite the neighborhood's overwhelming adherence to Ro¬
man Catholicism religion was not a unifying force in Packingtown.
In addition, the Lithuanian and Polish Catholic and German
Lutheran parishes all maintained their own schools, where chil¬
dren were taught in the native tongue rather than in English. A
1912 study found that the community's nine parochial schools had
an enrollment more than twice that of the public elementary
schools. As late as 1918, a sample of nine hundred of the
community's children showed that about two-thirds were still
educated in the parish schools, which were organized along ethnic
lines.

Fraternal, economic, and political groups were all characterized
by the same ethnic division. The Bohemians in particular were
joiners, and they developed an impressive array of voluntary or¬
ganizations. By 1902 there were over 30 savings and loans and 259
benefit societies, as well as 35 gymnastics clubs, 18 singing so¬
cieties, 5 bicycling clubs, and 4 drama groups. It seemed to Hull
House investigators that every Bohemian man and woman be¬
longed to at least one order or beneficial society; some belonged
to several. Many of these organizations maintained their head¬
quarters in the vicinity of the yards, though the real heart of
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Chicago's Bohemian community was a couple of miles north in
Pilsen, on the near southwest side of the city. The Bohemians
were also more divided than other ethnic communities between
Roman Catholics and freethinkers, anticlerical radicals who em¬

phasized education and other forms of self-improvement and bat¬
tled constantly against the Church's influence. Eight Bohemian
parishes, including two in Packingtown, enrolled over three
thousand children in their schools in 1904, but the freethinkers
were also able to maintain a large school network in which chil¬
dren could learn in an environment free of clerical influence. In
Packingtown these competitive ideologies were institutionalized
in the form of the SS. Cyril and Methodius parish school and a
freethought school, which were within two blocks of each other
and drew their adherents from the same population.^®

Each of the other major ethnic groups in the community rivaled
the Bohemians in extent of voluntary organization. The eastern
Europeans created extensive networks based on their parishes,
the focal points of Slavic community life. Both the Lithuanians
and Poles established fraternal orders, savings and loans, and na¬
tionalist organizations in addition to the array of religious and so¬
cial groups which knitted each parish together. Both communities
were rent by the same clerical/freethought conflict that divided
the Bohemians, though the Polish and Lithuanian freethinkers
were clearly in the minority. Each community also fostered an ac¬
tive socialist movement. The Lithuanian Socialist Alliance, which
eventually became the Lithuanian Language Federation of the
Socialist Party, was particularly strong, providing a network of cul¬
tural activities for the community's radicals. Every shade of politi¬
cal opinion seemed to be represented, and each faction published
its own newspaper. There were local Democratic and Republican
organizations among both Lithuanians and Poles, and Bohemian
Democratic and Socialist clubs and other groupings, but all con¬
formed to the dominant ethnic divisions within the community.^'

Finally, there were ties to the old country itself. In some cases
the link was too strong to be broken by emigration. For these
people the stay in America was a brief sojourn, or perhaps part of
a pattern of cyclical migration; one's goals and identification
remained focused on the Old World. While the new immigrants
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries generally
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showed a strong tendency toward reemigration, the phenomenon
was particularly common among certain Slavic groups. National
figures for 1908 to 1923 show that about two Poles left the country
for every five who arrived. Chicago Polonia had a term to describe
those in continual migration to and from the Old World—
obiezyswiaty, or "globetrotters." Polish reemigration was especially
high in the years just before World War I, when the outward flow
very nearly approximated that of arrivals. While the figure for
Lithuanians in the 1908-23 period was a bit lower than that for
Poles (one leaving for every four who arrived), the rate for Slovaks
was actually higher (one leaving for every two who arrived).
There are no detailed data for Packingtown immigrants in particu¬
lar, but the fact that there was a complete travel service for immi¬
grants operating out of a neighborhood bank suggests that the
paths between Chicago's South Side and eastern Europe were
well worn. It was possible to arrange the whole trip right in the
neighborhood.^^

Ethnic national consciousness crystallized in the years preced¬
ing World War I, riveting the attention of Poles, Lithuanians, and
Bohemians on the gradual emergence of modern, unified nation-
states throughout southern and eastern Europe. The stress and
conflicts produced by the confrontation with an urban industrial
environment, far from weakening ethnic identification, welded
together contending factions and isolated peasant subcultures into
cohesive nationality groups. Ethnic identification among eastern
Europeans was never stronger than in the early twentieth cen¬
tury.

One of the greatest testaments to ethnic cohesion in Packing-
town is the slow progress that formal "Americanization"—English
instruction and naturalization, for example—made in the com¬
munity. The Citizenship School at the University of Chicago Set¬
tlement was proud of its English and civics classes for adult immi¬
grants, but in 1909 enrollment stood at only 122, a tiny fraction of
the community's foreign-born. Studying the problem among
packinghouse workers in the same year. Immigration Commission
investigators found that only 27.7 percent of the Poles, 21 percent
of the Lithuanians, and 11.7 percent of the Slovaks studied were
fully naturalized, and the fact that the study included only immi¬
grants who had been living in the country five years or more
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means that it probably overestimated the number of naturalized
citizens in the work force considerably. The packers' own First
World War study showed that 32 percent of the men and 67 per¬
cent of the women surveyed could not speak English. Only one-
fourth of the men were citizens, and 43 percent had not even
taken out first papers in the naturalization process, despite the
fact that they had lived in the United States an average of fifteen
years. Census figures for 1920 suggest that even the nativism of
the war years had little effect; the proportion of aliens in most
parts of the neighborhood remained high. Clearly, formal efforts
at Americanization were not reaching the vast majority of the
foreign-born in Packingtown.^"*

Yet a study of ethnic residential segregation suggests important
modifications for this view of a community fragmented along eth¬
nic lines. Federal censuses for the era suggest a striking degree of
ethnic diversity. Even Poles, the most highly segregated foreign-
born group in the city, were far less segregated in Packingtown
than in other parts of the city.^^ But such data only show that all
these people lived in the same part of the city; it gives us little
idea of their chances for coming into contact with one another.

Data from the 1920 federal census, disaggregated on the basis
of census tract, allows us to analyze smaller residential units, each
not more than fifteen to twenty city blocks. This approach shows
concentrations of ethnic groups in particular parts of the neighbor¬
hood, often centering on the community's ethnic parishes. Over
56 percent of the Bohemians lived in a single census tract in the
extreme southwestern corner of the community, an area bounded
by Forty-seventh and Fifty-first streets on the north and south
and by Robey Street and the Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Chicago and
St. Louis Railroad tracks on the east and west. Almost three-
fourths of all the Lithuanians lived in the neighborhood's least
desirable blocks, just west of the stockyards, between Ashland
Avenue and the city dumps on the east and west and between
freightyards and Forty-seventh Street on the north and south.
About a fourth of the large Polish community was contained in
one census tract, the sixteen blocks just southwest of the yards.
This enclave was bounded by Forty-seventh and Fifty-first streets
on the north and south. Centre (now Racine) Avenue on the east,
and Loomis Street on the west. But even the census tract is too
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large a unit of analysis, and the impression of ethnic segregation
conveyed is somewhat misleading. The representation of each of
these groups in most of the census tracts was, in fact, quite close
to its proportion in the total population, suggesting again some
degree of ethnic mixture.

Two separate house-to-house canvasses conducted in 1905 and
1909 allow us to gauge ethnic segregation within individual
blocks, and both tend to reinforce the impression of an ethnically
mixed neighborhood, though there is certainly a degree of ethnic
concentration. The 1905 data show that Polish families were dis¬
tributed evenly over the blocks. Lithuanians were concentrated
disproportionately on Paulina Street in the blocks just west of the
yards, but these blocks also contained thirty-two Polish families
and even one large Irish family. Slovaks were more concentrated
on Honore and Laflin than on other streets, but Honore had more

Poles than Slovaks and Laflin was quite mixed, with more Irish
than any of the other blocks. The clearest example of segregation
was on Winchester and Robey streets, which apparently were in¬
habited only by Bohemians at the time of the 1905 census. These
blocks not only had a higher proportion of brick buildings than
most of the others, but they were also a little farther away from
the noise, congestion, and pollution of the yards. This was clearly
the most desirable part of the neighborhood. It was inhabited by
families who had been living in the country for a long time and
had managed to amass some savings and pay off their homes. The
families here had a higher proportion of skilled fathers and more
children going into skilled and white-collar occupations. Of all the
groups in the neighborhood, only Bohemians could boast these
characteristics.^^

The 1909 data show a greater degree of segregation, particularly
on Loomis, Throop, Elizabeth, and Centre streets, which were all
in the Polish neighborhood just southwest of the yards. But these
blocks also contained many Bohemian, German, and Irish fami¬
lies. These later data confirm the impression conveyed by the
1905 census that the most congested blocks west of the yards
were also those containing the highest proportions of recent immi¬
grants. Yet even here, some Irish and Germans remained behind
to live alongside the Lithuanians and Poles.

The raw data from the 1905 census even allow us to determine
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Map 2. Ethnic Residential Concentrations and Population Density in Selected
Blocks, Packingtown, 1909. Adapted from Edith Abbott and Sophinisba Breck¬
inridge, "Housing Conditions in Chicago, III: Back of the Yards," American
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how common it was for families from different ethnic back¬

grounds to be living together in the same building. Of seventy-six
multifamily dwellings in the sample, forty-five (59.2 percent)
were shared by families from different backgrounds. The most
common mixture was Polish and Lithuanian, in spite of tradi¬
tional tensions between these groups. In some cases, however,
several different nationalities shared the same building. For ex¬
ample, 4429 South Honore Street housed a German widow and
her two children, a middle-aged Slovak couple and their four
teenagers, a middle-aged Polish couple with their two teenage
daughters, and three young Polish couples with their five chil¬
dren. While such diversity was not typical, some degree of mixture
was quite common.

Photographs of Packingtown in the early twentieth centurv'
often show people outside—sitting on stoops, standing on
corners, walking to and from work. Even photos of the filthy al¬
leys and flooded dirt roads frequently show groups of children
playing. The fact that the people of Packingtown spent so much
time out of doors should not be surprising, given the congestion
and stifling atmosphere of the wooden tenements. But this
characteristic, which Packingtown undoubtedly shared with many
other working-class communities, is significant because it in¬
creased the potential for interethnic social contact. The implica¬
tions of this sort of contact will be important when we turn to the
question of working-class organization.^^

At least one social institution certainly bridged some of the eth¬
nic divisions in the community—the saloon. Considerable atten¬
tion has been focused recently on the obvious cultural importance
of the working-class saloon. But it would be difficult to imagine a
situation in which it played a more vital role in the life of the
community than it did in Packingtown. The Twenty-ninth Ward,
which included Packingtown, had five hundred saloons at the
turn of the century, twenty-five times the number in Hyde Park.
A packer-sponsored study during the First World War found a to¬
tal of three hundred in a much smaller area immediately around
the yards. Many of these were concentrated near the Ashland
Avenue and Halsted Street approaches to the yards; others were
scattered throughout the residential blocks to the south and west.
Although the packers and some contemporary social scientists
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took the existence of so many saloons as one more indication of
the degenerate character of the neighborhood and its inhabitants,
an analysis of the saloon's function in the community leads us in a
different direction. The saloon played an important role in the so¬
cial contacts between recent immigrants and the more assimilated
butcher workmen who had worked in the industry for decades
and provided the leadership for early labor organizations.^

As the most important commercial base in the community,
saloons provided one of the few avenues of upward social mobility
for those hoping to escape the packinghouses. Many saloon¬
keepers along "Whiskey Row" on Ashland Avenue, for example,
were retired butcher workmen who had been financed by
breweries. In exchange for an agreement from the prospective
saloonkeeper to sell only his brand of beer, the brewer paid the
rent and license fee, provided the fixtures and beer, and even

helped to find a suitable location. A special assessment was levied
on each barrel of beer and in this way the saloonkeeper gradually
reimbursed his brewer. By 1907 an estimated 80 percent of Chica¬
go's saloons were brewer-financed. This arrangement made it re¬
latively easy for some better-paid workers to enter the liquor
trade.

Saloonkeepers were not only the community's single most im¬
portant group of businesspeople. They also offered important ser¬
vices for the great mass of packinghouse workers who were not on
their way up. Since they provided practically the only halls in the
community, saloons hosted weddings, dances, and other festivi¬
ties and offered meeting places for fraternal groups, other ethnic
organizations, and, later, union locals. Another service provided
was check cashing. One writer estimated that 95 percent of all
stockyards checks were cashed in saloons. The one at Forty-third
and Ashland Avenue, for example, cashed over forty thousand
dollars' worth of paychecks each month. For such service, the
saloonkeeper kept the odd change and the patron was expected to
stand a round of drinks. The saloon was also a cafeteria. Since the
packers provided none, the worker faced the option of eating |ïis
lunch amid the blood and filth of the killing floor or walking
across Ashland Avenue to a saloon where he could get a hot lunch
for the price of a beer. Then there were the less tangible benefits
of saloon socializing—newspapers, fellowship, perhaps even a bit
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of music. It is not difficult, then, to understand why saloons
thrived in the community.

Some saloons provided an informal atmosphere where ethnic
divisions began to break down. The distribution of saloons and
their function in relation to work and the labor market meant that
some of them were ethnically mixed. Spot maps and social sur¬
veys show that saloons had different functions depending upon
their proximity to the yards. There were saloons scattered through¬
out the community. In the 1909 survey of twelve blocks by
University of Chicago students, the ten residential blocks yielded
an average of three saloons each. One of the blocks had seven

drinking establishments and another six. In two blocks along Ash¬
land Avenue, however, investigators found forty-six saloons, an

average of twenty-three per block. This was part of "Whiskey
Row," several blocks of Ashland Avenue that stretched between
Bubbly Creek and Forty-seventh Street, adjoining most of the
major packing plants and related factories. While the buildings
along this stretch housed many immigrant families, most of them
also contained at least one saloon. I his uneven distribution

emerges even more clearly in spot maps, which show a fairly
broad distribution of saloons in residential blocks "back of the

yards" but a heavy concentration of them along Whiskey Row
(see map 3). Neighborhood residents called the latter "daytime
saloons" because they were filled with crowds of butcher work¬
men at various times during the workday but deserted in the
evening, when the men socialized in their neighborhoods.^^

Most saloons in the residential blocks occupied corner build¬
ings, often sharing the location with a grocery store or other com¬
mercial establishment, as well as apartments. The corner saloon's
commercial success was based on its role as a refuge from the
stifling little wooden tenements, and those on ethnically mixed
blocks may have integrated various nationalities. Most, however,
only reinforced the ethnic divisions that existed; there were Pol¬
ish, Bohemian, and Lithuanian corner taverns.^"*

Whiskey Row, on the other hand, presents a very different pic¬
ture. Obviously, this was a choice commercial location for such a
business. On their way to and from work; during the noontime
"can rush," when runners dashed back and forth across Ashland
to bring beer back for workers eating in the various plants; and



84 Work and Community in the Jun^

Map 3. Distribution of Saloons in Packingtown, 1908. Adapted from "The
Heart of Chicago," map by W. E. McClennan, Northwestern Christian Advocate,
Apr. 14, 1909, courtesy of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin.
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during their respites from the endless search for work, Irish, Ger¬
man, Slavic, and all other manner of butcher workmen rubbed el¬
bows at bars often tended by men who had spent many years in
the packinghouses themselves. While Poles entered the saloon
trade in increasing numbers during the early twentieth century,
the Irish and Germans continued to predominate, and the man
behind the bar was apt to be a skilled Irish butcher who had
turned in his overalls for a bartender's apron. Some of these
saloonkeepers were, in faet, former union activists who had been
blacklisted from the industry.

The irregular character of packinghouse work meant that many
workers spent a good deal of time in saloons. Outside the work¬
place itself, these were the points where social contact between
"old" and "new" immigrants, particularly those who could speak
English, was most likely. It is important to remember, when we
visualize thirty thousand workmen streaming out of the packing
plants in their bloody overalls and into the saloons along Ashland
Avenue, that the world of work provided its own sources for
identification, which differed from the ethnic influence which
permeated so much of community life. Workers from various
houses, regardless of ethnicity, gathered in those saloons closest
to their own plants to exchange employment information and dis¬
cuss common grievances. It is doubtful that even "daytime"
saloons were racially integrated, but certainly these institutions,
beyond the watchful eye of the superintendent, offered a great
potential for contact across ethnic lines. It is no coincidence that
the first seeds of labor organization were sown in this fertile
ground as the movement spread from the older generation to the
younger, from the Irishman to the Pole.^^

Yet a large proportion of Packingtown's population was ex¬
cluded from this critical institution. The world of the urban
saloon was a man's world, and whatever socialization occurred
there did not affect relations among immigrant working-class
women in any direct way. There was also at least one common
ground, however, for many of the community's women. The set¬
tlement house served somewhat the same function for women as

the saloon did for men.

Although Packingtown's residents were clearly suspicious of
Mary McDowell's motives and aims when she arrived to open the
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University of Chicago Settlement House in 1894, she and her as¬
sociates worked hard to become an integral part of the commun¬
ity. By meeting the various ethnic groups on their own terms and
coming to appreciate their cultures, by opening the settlement to
various groups in the community, and by actively supporting ef¬
forts to improve the quality of life in Packingtown, McDowell and
the settlement came to be well accepted by the early years of this
century.

Since nearly every meeting hall in the neighborhood was
beyond the public sphere of women—either in or directly adja¬
cent to a saloon—the settlement's auditorium was one of the few

places large groups of women could meet. Even more important,
perhaps, were the various social and functional groups McDowell
helped to organize. These provided focal points for socialization
and trained a group of leaders among the community's women.
Located in the heart of Packingtown, the settlement drew women
from many of the community's ethnic enclaves, and thus pro¬
vided the same sort of common ground that the saloons along
Whiskey Row did for the men. Just as early union organizing
among men took place in saloons, so the earliest spark among
women was struck in the nurturing environment of the settlement
house. McDowell and her staff enthusiastically supported these
efforts from the beginning, and provided the sort of links with
middle-class reformers that were often crucial to the creation of
women's labor organizations. In turn, identification with the set¬
tlement lent labor organization an air of respectability in the
metropolitan community.

Our picture of social relations in Packingtown, then, is mixed.
The almost total absence of interethnic marriages and the ex¬
tended network of ethnic voluntary organizations suggest that sus¬
tained social contact across ethnic lines in the neighborhood was
probably unusual, at least among the first generation. There is lit¬
tle indication that the resiliency of the various immigrant cultures
was softening under the rigors of either the extreme poverty and
squalid ecology of the neighborhood or the cultural onslaught, of
professional "Americanizers." Indeed, national identification for
the community's dominant groups was probably at its height in
precisely the period under consideration.

Residence patterns and the distribution and functions of



The Families and Communities ofPa^inffown 87

saloons, however, show considerable potential for interethnic con¬
tact. Packingtown's families lived in blocks which were quite
mixed ethnically. Even at the most microscopic level of anal¬
ysis—the individual tenement—families of one nationality lived
alongside those of others. The importance of saloons, given the
exigencies of the labor market, and their location adjacent to
the plants facilitated fraternization outside the ethnic divisions of
the neighborhood. This is certain: When Pole met Slovak on the
tenement front porch or the young Lithuanian shared the bar with
the old Irishman, they had at least one thing in common. Above
all else, Packingtown was a workers' neighborhood.

Almost 90 percent of family heads in the 1900 census sample
were blue-collar workers, and 56.5 percent were unskilled (see
table 6). Comparable proportions for Stewart's unsystematic 1905
census are 97 percent and 70 percent. Table 7 provides a detailed
occupational classification for all family heads in Stewart's 1905
census. At least 67 percent of the family heads relied on packing¬
house work for their livelihood, and the vast majority of these
were common laborers. Even these figures probably underesti¬
mate the importance of the industry as a source of employment
for the neighborhood, since many of the unspecified unemployed
(about 10 percent of the total) were probably laid off from jobs in
the packing plants. Neither do these figures reflect the employ-

Table 6. Social Structure in Packingtown, 1900-1910
1900 1905 1909 1910

(N = 200) (N = 229) (N=1441) (N = 200)
White-collar 6(3.0%) 4(1.7%) * 17(8.5%)
Shop-/Saloonkeeper 11(5.5%) 2 (0.9%) 162 (11.2%) 14(7.0%)
Skilled 27(13.5%) 27 (11.8%) 268 (18.6%) 45 (22.5%)
Semiskilled 39(19.5%) 35(15.3%) * 17(8.5%)
Unskilled 113 (56.5%) 161 (70.3%) 930 (64.5%) 103 (51.5%)
Miscellaneous 4 (2.0%) * 81 (5.6%) 4 (2.0%)

•No comparable category in data.
Source: Systematic samples, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Manuscript Census of
Chicago, 1900, 1910; Stewart Ms. Census, 1905; Edith Abbott and Sophinisba
Breckinridge, "Housing Conditions in Chicago, III: Back of the Yards,"
American Journal of Sociology 16 Qan. 1911): 439.
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Table 7. Occupations of Packingtown Male Family Heads, 1905
(N = 254)

Cumulative Percentage

I. Packinghouse Workers:
A. Unskilled:

Common Laborers 119

By-product Workers 5
Car-shop Workers 13
TOTAL 137 53.9

B. Semiskilled:
Knife Men or

Machine Operators 21 8.3
C. Skilled:

Butchers 5

Auxiliary Trades 7
TOTAL 12 4.7

ALL PACKINGHOUSE WORKERS 170 66.9
II. Others:

Skilled:

Bricklayers 1

Carpenters 6
Brass Finishers 1

Lasters 1

Machinists 3
Molders 2
Motormen 1

Organ Repairmen 1
Stone Masons 2

TOTAL 18

Semiskilled:

Clothing Workers 2
Factory Workers 2
Teamsters 5

TOTAL 9 3.5

(Continued)
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Table 7. Occupations of Packingtown Male Family Heads
(continued)

Cumulative Percentage

C. Unskilled;

Brickyard Workers 1

Coalyard Workers 1

Boiler Firemen 1

Foundry Workers 4

Freight Handlers 3

Lumberyard Workers 3

Janitors 2
Railroad Workers 1

Laborers, Unspecified 19

TOTAL 35 13.8

D. White-Collar:

Bookkeepers 1

Clerks 2

Switchboard Operators 1

Horse Traders 1

Saloonkeepers 1

TOTAL 6 2.4

E. Miscellaneous:
Retired 2

Unemployed 26

TOTAL 28 11.0

Source: Stewart Ms. Census, 1905.

ment of thousands of boarders living in homes surrounding the
stockyards. The University of Chicago's 1909 data, and the 1910
census data, though less dramatic, confirm this image of the
neighborhood (see table 6). Of household heads, 83 percent in
the 1909 survey and 82.5 percent in the 1910 census sample were
blue-collar workers, while most of the rest were saloonkeepers or

storekeepers. Over 60 percent worked in meat packing, and most
of these were unskilled laborers. Packinghouse employment was
thus an experience shared by a large majority of the community's
inhabitants. This and the fact that the neighborhood was so close
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to the yards meant that life in Packingtown was deeply influenced
by conditions in the industry.^®

THE STANDARD OF LIVING AND
THE FAMILY ECONOMY

What standard of living did this employment allow? The question
is important not only to gaining a fuller understanding of the lives
of packinghouse workers, but also because thousands of other
workers shared the kind of working conditions faced by common
laborers in packing—irregular employment, low wages, accidents,
and industrial disease. The national scope of the labor market in
which these workers competed with one another produced a stan¬
dard common labor rate which varied little from one industry to
another. Although there has been some investigation recently of
unskilled wages, the standard of living for common laborers
remains largely unexplored. An understanding of the economic
situation of packinghouse laborers and their families provides a
clearer picture of their daily lives and their motivations.^^

The neighborhood's physical environment provides some indi¬
cation of living standards, but we must analyze the finances of
Packingtown's families in order to understand how work affected
family life. The nature of work in the industry, for exam¬
ple, greatly increased the burden of responsibility on married
women and mothers by drawing them into the plants. It truncated
education and significantly narrowed the future prospects for
the community's children. And it tied all into a complicated
local economy which allowed the family to survive, while actual¬
ly subsidizing the industry's employment system and wage struc¬
ture.

Wages for most male packinghouse workers were extremely
low. The common labor rate, the wage earned by at least two-
thirds of the labor force, fluctuated between 15 cents and 20 cents

per hour from the turn of the century until 1917. Workers won
important gains in real wages during the First World War, but
these largely disappeared during the postwar depression. Real
earnings, moreover, were far lower than these rates suggest, be¬
cause of the irregularity of employment described earlier. Thou¬
sands of laborers in cattle- and hog-slaughtering gangs were laid
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off for two or three months during the slow summer season and
for shorter periods at other points during the year. As the number
of cattle fell off, the packers reduced gang size and skilled men
often took over common labor jobs at reduced wages. Light cattle
shipments at the end of the week also meant that many laborers
could not count on more than three days' work each week even
during the busier season. Thousands of workers, always more
than were needed, milled around the Union Stockyards gates and
the employment offices of the various packers. They were called
to work only when the killing was about to begin and sent home
once it was finished. Some firms made efforts to regularize hours
to undercut union agitation over the issue, but seasonal unem¬

ployment and erratic scheduling remained problems for many
workers throughout the 1920s.'^

As a result of low wages and high unemployment, the earnings
of male family heads in Packingtown came nowhere near meeting
their families' minimum budget requirements. A meticulous 1911
study by University of Chicago Settlement House investigators
estimated the average weekly wage for laborer husbands at $9.67,
while the estimate for minimum weekly expenditures needed to
support a family of five (based on family budgets) was $15.40. (In
fact, average family size in the community was 5.33.) When all
sources of income were considered, 30 percent of the 184 families
in the study showed budget deficits. Estimates did not include
such "extraordinary" expenses as weddings, funerals, injuries, or

prolonged illness. In a Catholic community with a very high in¬
fant mortality rate, such expenses were probably not so extraordi¬
nary, and workers often borrowed money to bury their little ones.
A wedding, a funeral, or a doctor's bill could present the prospect
of stark privation.""

How did Packingtown's families survive on a day-to-day basis.^
The answer, of course, is that family heads' earnings comprised
only a portion of family income (54.4 percent in the 1911 Univer¬
sity of Chicago study). As in so many other working-class com¬
munities of this era, Packingtown's families relied on a compli¬
cated local economy aimed at supplementing the insufficient
earnings of family heads.'*^ Husbands searched for alternative em¬
ployment in slack periods. Wives took in boarders and sometimes
engaged in marginal employment within the home. Children left
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school early for factory work. Some residents even fell back on
the "resources" of the neighborhood, scavenging to make ends
meet. Not all families engaged in all of these activities. How a
family supplemented the earnings of its head depended upon
several factors. But most families who were caught in the web of
the common labor market at the yards faced a desperate struggle
for survival.'*^

When they could not find work in the industry, some laborers
looked elsewhere. They were not alone in their search. Laborers
in many other industries relied upon casual hiring practices like
those in packing; looking for a job often amounted to walking
from the front gate of one factory to another. When the hero of
Upton Sinclair's novel The Jungle is forced to leave Packingtown in
his search for work, he makes the rounds of other seasonal indus¬
tries. A streetcar ride brings him to the South Chicago steel mills;
hopping a freight opens the door to agricultural labor in the rich
farmlands west of the city. Although the details of how this and
other city labor markets functioned are not clear, Sinclair's
fictional description had a firm basis in the reality of industrial
employment in early twentieth-century America. There were
overlapping citywide, regional, national, and international mark¬
ets for common labor, and workers often circulated among a
number of industries, putting together enough employment to
get by.

In her study of immigrant employment agencies, Grace Abbott
concluded that the problem of casual employment was especially
severe in Chicago. "Chicago is apparently a clearing-house for the
seasonal laborers of the country. . . . There are always large
numbers of unskilled laborers in the city who in prosperous times
keep the price paid this class of laborers in and around Chicago
depressed and in times of distress and unemployment become a
great burden on Chicago's charitable organizations.'"*^ The pecu¬
liar economic position of Chicago as the hub of a vast railroad net¬
work within a highly diversified metropolitan economy en¬
couraged the growth of a casual labor market in the city.

The center of this "seasonal labor exchange" was just west of
the Loop, the city's central business district, directly across from
the great Union Railroad Station. The market which operated
there drew workers from throughout the city and around the
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world. Here Polish and Lithuanian immigrants mixed with dis¬
placed American farm boys and hoboes in employment agencies,
saloons, cheap lodging houses, and second-hand clothing stores,
each of them waiting for his next job. Casual labor agencies adver¬
tised a variety of work, much of it "gang work," which meant hir¬
ing on with a group and often traveling a long distance from the
city. Sometimes a group of workers from the same ethnic back¬
ground signed on and traveled together, but more often work
gangs were mixed. Many agencies specialized in recruiting recent
immigrants for railroad and building construction, ice and lumber
cutting, foundry work and, of course, the stockyards. The new
immigrants of this era are now well recognized for their mobility
in search of industrial work. These sorts of jobs, in the city or
away from it, provide part of the answer to the question of how
Packingtown's families survived."*^

But however hard a husband might try, and however far he
might travel in his search for alternative work, the family could
rarely get by on his earnings alone. The remainder came from a

complex local economy involving the boarding system, child la¬
bor, and a variety of marginal enterprises based on the peculiar
conditions of Packingtown as a community.

Families with teenage children sent them to work in the stock¬
yards or in the surrounding factories and plants. As noted in the
earlier sketch of the industry's female labor force, most women

packinghouse workers until the First World War were the young,
single daughters of butcher workmen. Not only did most of these
young women work because of financial necessity, but they were
frequently primary breadwinners. The 1906 Illinois Bureau of La¬
bor Statistics Report showed that 55 percent came from families
where fathers' earnings were either impaired, because of disease,
injury, or some other cause of chronic unemployment, or nonex¬
istent, because of desertion, divorce, or death. These young sin¬
gle women were joined by their brothers. Children contributed
significantly to family income throughout the early twentieth cen¬
tury. Two different contemporary studies of family budgets indi¬
cate that about 27 percent of the community's families depended
upon the earnings of children under the age of sixteen. Naturally,
this proportion was higher among older, more established families
and lower among immigrant families with younger children."^
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Of ninety-two children for whom occupational status was
enumerated in the 1905 census, at least fifty-four (more than 60
percent) worked in the yards, most as common laborers and ma¬
chine operators. Many of the eleven unemployed and the four¬
teen clerks, messengers, and office boys probably also worked for
packing companies. The importance of children's contributions to
family income varied from one ethnic group to another and was
apparently a reflection of the close relationship between family
cycle and family economy. The number of children in the indus¬
try might have been much higher had it not been for a stringent
child labor law, passed under union pressure. The law forbade
any child under the age of fourteen to enter paid employment,
and it was strictly enforced in the yards. Children who started
work under age had to turn to other industries in the area.'*^

The contribution children made to family income was impor¬
tant enough that a large casual child labor market, paralleling that
for the adults, grew up in and around the community. Most boys
under the age of sixteen worked as messengers or errand boys or
as machine tenders. Girls were even more apt to become machine
tenders or wrappers, working at piece rates in soap, candy, and
cracker factories. Other girls entered the needle trades, and a few
took the streetcar downtown to work in offices or department
stores. Domestic work, however, was universally despised and re¬
jected by Packingtown's second generation in favor of the
"definite duties of the factory."'^®

Like packinghouse work, this juvenile employment tended to
be seasonal and irregular, with extremely high turnover and low
wages. In 1912, when Louise Montgomery interviewed 258 girls
about their jobs, almost 90 percent earned $4.00 per week or less.
Upon leaving school at fourteen, or earlier if possible, many of
Packingtown's children became locked into an extensive casual la¬
bor market, passing quickly from one job to another. When
economic conditions improved, turnover skyrocketed. Among
messenger boys at Swift, for example, it reached 342 percent dur¬
ing 1918.'*'^

When University of Chicago investigators studied school and
work opportunities for Packingtown's children in 1910-11, their
findings were dismal. A part of the study that focused intensively
on an ethnically mixed group of twenty-one sixteen-year-old boys
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and girls provides some idea of what the second generation had to
look forward to upon dropping out of school. The group's mean
weekly earnings were $4.13, and the children averaged about six
or seven months in a job. As a group, they had been idle more
than a third of the time since leaving school. Clearly, one could
not sustain an independent existence on these earnings.

But this labor market functioned to supplement the wage of the
family head, not to support an independent individual. Boy and
girl labor not only kept wages low in the industries that it directly
affected, but also subsidized the common labor rate in the pack¬
ing industry. Packingtown's children were not passive objects in
this exploitative system, of course. High turnover, employer com¬
plaints about inefficiency, widespread restriction of output, and
spontaneous children's strikes all testify to a spirit of restlessness
and resistance. Without some lasting form of organization, how¬
ever, such protests remained largely ineffective; leaving one job
did not make conditions any better in the next one. ""

This integration of children into the family economy was not
new to the experience of eastern European immigrants. In the
Polish community, for example, a high premium was placed on
obedience, love, and respect of one's parents, and contributions
to family support represented one way of expressing such familial
loyalty. Children had always played an important role in the
economic life of Polish peasant society, and in the course of in¬
dustrialization young Polish migrants frequently contributed their
earnings to support parents and siblings back home.^^

Yet it is probably misleading to describe the family strictly in
terms of harmonious familial cooperation based on traditional val¬
ues. Such an approach obscures the tensions which developed
between generations under the wage labor system in American ci¬
ties. In a fascinating study of working girls in Packingtown,
Louise Montgomery documented the persistent conflicts between
Chicago-reared "American girls" and their European parents.
Such tensions have frequently been analyzed in cultural terms,
but Montgomery's study indicates that they often revolved a-
round the issue of wage-earning status and the allocation of scarce
resources. Immigrant parents' "effort to sustain a continued sense
of national separation is weakened," Montgomery reported, "by
the daily recognition of an economic status which, especially
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among the young, tends to obliterate the rigid old-country stan¬
dards, prejudices and traditions, and to substitute an unfíxed
determinant based on changing opportunities,"^^

Once they had experienced wage work, young Polish-American
women sometimes resisted the complete control of earnings by
their mothers. Very few refused to support their families, but
many insisted on keeping a portion of their earnings for fashion¬
able clothes and for recreational activities which their parents con¬
sidered wasteful. The fancy hat became a symbol on both sides of
this generation gap. In eastern Europe no woman below the mid¬
dle class wore one, but the streets of Packingtown were full of
them. To the Slavic mother, the hat represented the corrupting
influences of the big-city environment and a threat to traditional
values; to her daughter, it was a badge of her status as an Ameri¬
can working girl. Montgomery found that many girls clamored to
leave school for the packing plant or candy factory, partly to help
their families but also to win a measure of the independence
which the work symbolized for them. Such evidence suggests that
these immigrant families were in a state of flux. While continuing
to espouse traditional values, they were forced to adapt to their
new environment and the changes in consciousness it produced.^

In contrast to those of children, wives' wages for industrial work
provided little or no supplement to Packingtown's family income
before World War I. In 1905 (even after the entrance of women

into several departments during a strike), very few wives worked
in the yards or anywhere else outside of the home. Those who did
claim earnings tended to be engaged in irregular nonindustrial
work of some kind. Out of an entire sample of 280 wives that
year, only six reported an income. One was a midwife, two took
in washing "occasionally," and two collected firewood. The sixth,
clearly the exception, was a newly arrived forty-five-year-old
Lithuanian woman who worked in the yards. She had no children
and only one boarder and earned a dollar a day making sausage.

Some scholars have explained the failure of certain groups of
immigrant women to take up industrial work in terms of the lim¬
ited employment available to them. Steel mill towns and other
heavy industry areas offered few jobs for women. But unlike a
steel mill town, Packingtown and the neighborhoods surrounding
it offered considerable employment for women from the late
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nineteenth century on. Others have argued that some immigrant
women avoided industrial employment for cultural reasons. Such
work would have violated deeply held traditional peasant values
regarding the role of women in the family. In Packingtown, how¬
ever, wives' rejection of wage work crossed all ethnic lines and in¬
cluded Polish women who showed a strong proclivity for industrial
work in other communities.^^ Why did so few of Packingtown's
wives and mothers choose wage work.^

There may, in fact, have been a number of reasons, but the
most compelling one was economic. As a money-making proposi¬
tion, the work which wives did in the home—cooking, washing,
and caring for the needs of their boarders—was far more lucrative
than employment in the yards, considering the low wages and ir¬
regularity of women's work there. In the yards a woman could not

expect to earn, on average, more than six or seven dollars a week;
she could earn about thirty dollars per week, minus the cost of ex¬
tra food, by taking in three male lodgers and cooking for them at
the prevailing rates.

Descriptions of the family economy also show that the mother
occupied the crucial position of managing the family budget, col¬
lecting payment from the boarders and the wages of all family
members, doling out each person's share, and making do with
what was available. This was certainly the case in Packingtown. A
mother could make a greater financial contribution to the family's
maintenance, while performing what were probably viewed as her
family duties of childrearing and caring for the home, by taking in
boarders than by going to work in the yards.

Other evidence supports this generalization. Even five of the
six wives who did report some kind of income in 1905 were en¬
gaged in pursuits which could be integrated into or performed
around the domestic work routine. Midwifery, for example, was

by its nature irregular work, though vital to the life of the com¬
munity.^^ Firewood could be collected after domestic chores were
finished, and outside washing could be done during the same
time as that set aside for the family's and boarders'.

The relative importance of boarding to a family's income was
related to a number of factors. One of these was clearly family life
cycle. Younger, smaller families relied more on income from
boarders, while larger, older families depended more on the earn-
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ings of older children. Table 8, which summarizes data on chil¬
dren by ethnic group, demonstrates this relationship between age
of children and the family's relative dependence on boarding.
Both the mean number and mean age of children for Lithuanians
and Slovaks suggest that these were younger families who were
forced to take in boarders because their children were not old
enough to contribute to the support of the family.

The Poles, who show a slightly higher proportion of working-
age children and a relatively high children's contribution to family
income, had a mean number of boarders somewhat lower than
that for Slovaks and considerably lower than that for Lithuanians,
the group most dependent on the system. The most striking con¬
trast can be seen between the Lithuanians' extreme reliance on
boarding and the virtual absence of the system among the older,
more-established Bohemian families.^

The data suggest a function for boarding fundamentally dif¬
ferent from that proposed by Hareven and Modell in their work
on the system. They concluded that boarding was primarily a
method used by older families to make up income lost with the
departure of an older child. By taking in a boarder from the same
general age group as the departed child, older families were able
to offset the decline in earnings due to the advancing age of the
family head.^'

In the case of Packingtown, however, the relationship between

Table 8. Family Economy and Family Cycle: Child Labor and
the Boarding System, 1905 (N = 284)

Percentage Mean

Total Mean of Children Mean Percentage Monthly Mean

Number of Number of under Ten Age of of Children Children's Number of

Children Children Years Old Children Employed Earnings Boarders

Polish 237 1.96 67.1 7.73 14 $21.62 3.12

Lithuanian 126 1.77 88.5 4.59 0 0 4.17

Slovak 50 1.65 77.1 5.26 10 19.80 3.26

Bohemian 126 3.31 41.9 11.40 36 25.26 .13

Irish 40 4.44 30.0 14.15 40 26.56 .22

German 20 2.22 60.0 8.10 10 14.00 .43

Other 12 1.71 50.0 10.33 8 10.50 1.14

Source: Stewart Ms. Census, 1905.
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family cycle and boarding seems to have run in the opposite direc¬
tion: the younger the family, the greater the reliance on boarding.
The Bohemian families in the community are precisely the sort of
older, larger, more stable families that might be expected to have
taken in boarders. Yet boarding was universally shunned among
the Bohemians, who had the option of relying instead on the in¬
come of children to help fill in holes in the family budget.

Perhaps even more striking than the ethnic and family cycle
variations, however, is the extremely high proportion of the total
number of families with boarders. Boarding was characteristic, of
course, of many early twentieth-century working-class communi¬
ties. Twenty-four percent of the 25,400 families included in the
U.S. Commissioner of Labor's 1901 national survey took in board¬
ers, while totals for several community studies for the period
range from 20 to 50 percent.In Packingtown, however, about
two-thirds of the families studied had at least one boarder. Many
had far more. A 1909 University of Chicago study found the a\ er-

age to be between two and three.
Other factors besides family life cycle were clearly at work. The

more recently arrived eastern Europeans, characterized by lower
skill levels and wage rates and more erratic employment than the
older immigrant groups, hosted far more boarders. I hese newer
immigrant communities also contained larger proportions of the
young unmarried males who provided most of the community's
boarder population. In a word, the boarding system "fit" both the
economic and the demographic situation of the eastern European
immigrant families and thus played a vital role in their family
economy.

The data suggest the importance of studying boarding as one
part of a family economy which was directly related to wage rates,
regularity of employment, and other work-specific problems, as
well as to family cycle. The relationship between work and the
family economy was obviously important for many working-class
families, but it was critical in a community like Packingtown,
where laborers' families lived on the margin between chronic pov¬
erty and utter destitution.

While serving a critical economic function, the much higher in¬
cidence of boarding had generally negative consequences for
the quality of life among these families. Crowding was worst
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throughout the early twentieth century in the Lithuanian blocks
closest to the yards (see map 2). In one two-bedroom apartment,
for example, settlement house investigators found a Lithuanian
family of seven sharing the flat with six male lodgers; another
family of the same size took in seven. Not surprisingly, these
were also the blocks with the highest rates of tuberculosis and in¬
fant mortality.^

The Packingtown story shows how misleading it can be to think
in terms of life choices in trying to understand the plight of peo¬
ple who really had very little choice. Such was the case with
Packingtown's young Lithuanian families, who turned to boarding
because there was no other way for them to make ends meet.

War changed the economic situation of Packingtown's families
in a number of ways. The severe labor shortage and unionization
pushed money wages up by 245 percent between 1914 and 1921.
Even allowing for rapid inflation (185.3 percent) during these
same years, the war brought a significant rise in the standard of
living. But even these increases left Packingtown's families far
below the Bureau of Labor Statistics' "minimum standard of
health and decency." Table 9 compares average yearly wages for
unskilled packinghouse workers with the Bureau of Labor Statis¬
tics' minimum yearly budget for a family of five.

The table demonstrates two important facts about Packingtown
living standards during and immediately after the war. First,
while real wages fluctuated with inflation, there was a small but
significant rise in the period of union activity, 1917 to 1921.
Second, and more important, common laborers could still not earn

enough to support their families. Even at their peak, during 1920,
average yearly earnings represented less than half of the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics' estimated minimum yearly budget for
a family of five. An integrated family economy, drawing on the
contributions of all members, remained a critical prerequisite for
financial stability and an important influence on wage rates. ^

In fact, Packingtown's intricate family economy, based as much
on boarding and children's earnings as on fathers' contributions,
faced a crisis during World War I. While rapid wartime inflation
placed pressure on family budgets, the boarding system col¬
lapsed. Hostilities in Europe and the draft at home cut off the
flow of young, unattached immigrants who had provided the bulk
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Table 9. Real Wages for Unskilled Packinghouse Workers,
1914-22

Estimated U.S.B.L.S. Real Wages
Average Yearly Minimum as a Proportion

Wages in Dollars* Budget of Budget*

December 1914 535.56 1405.00 .38
December 1915 535.56 1442.15 .37
December 1916 688.56 1678.93 .41
December 1917 841.56 1992.29 .42
December 1918 1077.12 2418.41 .45

June 1919 1138.32 2451.73 .46
December 1919 1211.76 2818.43 .43

June 1920 1297.44 3015.13 43
December 1920 1297.44 2715.86 .48

May 1921 1101.60 2506.52 .44

*My calculations.
Source: Butcher Workman 3 (Aug. 1921): 4-5, from U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics figures.

of the boarder population. The effects can be seen in demo¬
graphic changes. Population in a Lithuanian neighborhood just
north of the stockyards, for example, dropped by 1,400 between
1914 and 1924, but the number of families remained about the
same. Before the war there had been 1,555 boarders in an area of
the neighborhood studied at the time; by 1924 the same blocks
contained only 323. Only seventy-six families still kept boarders.
The institution upon which so many families had relied had
nearly vanished. The war itself had contributed to this change,
and then eastern European immigration was virtually cut off by
the 1921 and 1924 immigration laws. This suggests that the de¬
cline was probably permanent.^

Packingtown's wives and mothers found a new source of family
income in the rapidly expanding wartime market for packing¬
house labor. Until the war, the vast majority of the women work¬
ing in the Chicago plants were single, but as boarding declined as
a viable supplement to family income, more and more married
women sought employment in the yards. With wages rising, meat
packing became an alternative to the declining boarding system.
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Table 10. Reasons Given by Packingtown Mothers for Entering
Packinghouse Work, 1918 (N = 590)

Reasons Suggesting Economic Hardship
249 (42.2%)
116 (19.7%)

6 (1.0%)
44 (7.5%)

60 (10.1%)

475 (80.5%)

Other Reasons
69 (11.7%)

12 (2.0%)
24 (4.1%)

105 (17.8%)

No Answer
10 (1.7%)

Source: Stock Yards Community Clearing House, "Report on the Community
Study, 1918," Mary McDowell Papers, Folder 20, Chicago Historical Society.

The shift of married women into the plants was a matter of
economic imperatives. The vast majority of working mothers did
not choose to take up industrial work but rather were forced into it
for financial reasons. Their contributions, now in the form of
wages rather than payments from boarders, remained a crucial
part of the family economy.

Using the packers' own categories and data, table 10 shows that
80.5 percent of working mothers studied left the home for reasons
of financial hardship. This figure corresponds exactly with a 1919
Children's Bureau study of working mothers for the city as a
whole. In this respect, then, married women packinghouse work¬
ers were little different from the young single immigrant women
who had preceded them, except that an even higher proportion of
them worked because their contribution, now in the form of
wages, was essential to the family's economic stability.^

The entry of married women into the labor force presented the

Insufficient Income

Widowhood, Desertion, Divorce
Debts Occasioned by Death
Debts Occasioned by Illness
Husband 111

TOTAL

Buying Property
Children's Education

Savings

TOTAL
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community with another problem. Most of these women had chil¬
dren under school age. Who would care for them.^ In 1921 the
packers opened their own nursery near one of the main entrances
to the Yards. A nearby Catholic settlement enrolled another small
group, but between them the two institutions could never have
cared for more than a tiny fraction of the children of working
mothers.

Families dealt with the problem in a variety of ways. In some
cases, husband and wife worked different shifts, alternating in the
role of primary caretaker. Many women asked for night work so
that they could be with their children during the day. But this did
not always solve the woman's problem, because most husbands
still insisted that their wives do all the normal household chores in
addition to working their shift in the slaughterhouse. Most of the
forty-six working mothers studied by University of (Chicago Set¬
tlement residents in 1917 seldom slept more than a couple of
hours eaeh night. On Monday and Tuesday, the regular wash
days in the community, some did not sleep at all. They returned
from their shifts in the boning or canning departments and went
right to work on a mountain of dirty clothes. Other families relied
on a friend or neighbor to "keep an eye on the kids." Here old-
eountry ties and reconstrueted kinship networks may ha\e been
important in filling the gap left by the mother's new "career." But
often the younger children had to be left in the care of an older
brother or sister, and over 40 percent of the children in the pack¬
ers' own study (including those of school age) received no day
care at all—they were simply on their own.^*^

When Judge Louis Alschuler, the government's labor arbitrator
for the industry, took a personal tour of a dozen workers' homes
in the winter of 1918, he found several in which children had
been left unattended. In one, a little Polish girl of eight was car¬
ing for six other children, the youngest a baby of fourteen
months. The only food in the flat consisted of a kettle of cabbage,
a half loaf of stale rye bread and a pot of cold coffee. In the win¬
dow, a government placard admonished the children: "Don t
Waste Food!"^'

Once again the community underwrote the industry's labor
costs; in this case, the introduction of a new group into the labor
pool. Packingtown's mothers were forced into the packinghouses
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through sheer economic necessity and, without the provision of
adequate child care services, the children of the community paid
the price.

The poorest in Packingtown lived on the edge of absolute des¬
titution and depended on various forms of scavenging to get by.
Many families (usually wives and children) combed the railroad
sidings for stray coal or searched for wood to sell or use as fuel.
The most important asset the community offered the scavengers
was the city dump, which attracted not only dozens of women
and children but also professionals who did a good business pick¬
ing through the city's garbage. Here the poorest searched for kin¬
dling, old mattresses, and even fragments of edible food. During
the 1904 strike immigrant fathers were arrested for violating a city
ordinance by searching for food for their children. Normally the
authorities were not so vigilant. When William Chenery watched
the dump in 1910 as part of yet another University of Chicago
study, he commonly found from ten to twenty women and forty
to sixty children picking. The dump had one more function
which served a broader group and not only the paupers; it pro¬
vided food for the community's sizable population of domesti¬
cated animals and fowl.^^

In the midst of all this poverty, we find what seems to be a
paradox: an unusually large proportion of Packingtown's families
owned their own homes. Of the 284 families surveyed in 1905, 64
(22.5 percent) were living in homes which they owned. Home
ownership was disproportionately concentrated in those groups

Table 11. Home Ownership in Packingtown, 1905 (N = 284)

Proportion
Proportion

of Population
Proportion

of Homeowners
of This Group

Owning Homes

Bohemian 3.4 28.0 48.6
Polish 42.6 36.0 19.3
Lithuanian 25.0 7.8 7.1
Slovak 10.9 9.4 19.4
Irish 3.2 7.8 55.5
German 2.5 4.7 75.0

Source: Stewart Ms. Census, 1905.
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which were more established in the community, included the
largest numbers of skilled workers, and showed the greatest
amount of savings. The census data show that a majority of the
people in the neighborhood financed their homes through savings
and loan organizations or personal loans, perhaps from another
family or kin-group member. Many families were still paying on
their mortgages.

Predietably, the Bohemians included the greatest proportion of
homeowners among the more recent immigrants. (See table 11.)
They had been in the country much longer than the Poles,
Lithuanians, and Slovaks; worked their way into the more skilled
jobs; managed to save a certain amount of money; and in many-
eases had even been able to pay off their mortgages. The Poles,
the most established of the recent Slavic immigrants, were

slightly underrepresented among home owners, while the Lithua¬
nians were considerably underrepresented.

But the phenomenon of high rates of home ownership ex¬
tended far below the upper strata of the Packingtown population,
and Slavic immigrants showed considerably higher rates than the
city population in general. Of sixteen neighborhoods canvassed In
University of Chicago investigators in 1914, Packingtown ranked
second in home ownership. The home-owning proportion of the
neighborhood's population remained much higher than that for
the city as a whole throughout the period from 1905 to 1930. By
1920, over 58 percent of the homes in the area "back of the
yards" were owned by families who lived in them. Although the
foreign-born made up only half of the neighborhood population
by this time, they accounted for about 90 percent of home owner¬
ship.^'^

Why did immigrants make the enormous sacrifices that were
necessary for a common laborer to engage in this sort of invest¬
ment.^ One explanation contends that the frame cottage in Pack¬
ingtown or Gary or any one of a hundred industrial towns re¬
flected the peasant's quest for land which persisted in the mind
and soul of the Slovak steelworker or Polish butcher workman or
-woman. In this view, home ownership may simply have repre¬
sented the closest the Slavic immigrant could come to his or her
original goal in coming to the United States—to earn enough to
return to the land in the old country.
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Such considerations undoubtedly influenced some newcomers.
But a more practical explanation for the phenomenon of high
rates of home ownership emphasizes the immigrant's new role of
industrial wage earner over the old one of land-bound peasant.
"Home ownership, like multiple family incomes," John Modell
argues, "was part of a defensive strategy oriented, as it were, to
hoarding resources—saving for a rainy day in the quaint phrase."
Owning one's home offered an alternative to high rents, espe¬
cially when the widespread institution of boarding allowed the
owner to make mortgage payments from the contributions of
boarders and tenants, while retaining wages for other family ex¬
penses.

Home ownership offered working-class families another hedge
against the precarious quality of their existence. Evidence for the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries suggests that while
the curve of laborers' earnings dropped considerably as they
passed beyond middle age, their chances for illness increased.
This change is only logical, but its implications are profound
when we consider the predicament of the common laborer. Both
of these changes were quite pronounced in an industry like meat
packing, which combined a high accident rate and a variety of
work-related diseases with an emphasis on strength and speed.
For most of the early twentieth century, aging workers could
count on neither a pension nor workman's compensation, but de¬
creased earnings were almost a certainty. Facing the likelihood of
periodic injury or disease and a real possibility of early death, the
common laborer saw home ownership and the opportunity for a
sustained income from rent and boarding as a critical resource in
the daily struggle for survival.

With this in mind, Packingtown families were willing to make
great sacrifices in order to own their homes, bulwarks against an
uncertain future. Among those they visited, one home in panicu-
lar stayed in the minds of University of Chicago researchers. It
was a small frame house on Paulina Street containing four apart¬
ments and a tiny attic room, and was owned by a Lithuan¬
ian stockyards laborer and his family. In order to meet the mort¬
gage payment and still have enough to live on, the man, his
wife, and their five children crowded into the attic, which they
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shared with a "very lively rooster." The four regular apartments
were rented. This particular case may have been extreme, but it
was common for Slavic families to sacrifice their own comfort in
an effort to retain their homes. "Only too often," Abbott and
Breckinridge wrote, ". . . ownership is not synonymous with
prosperity, but means rather the effort to secure property and
future welfare at the cost of present health, comfort and decent
living."^®

The fact that so many immigrants made the sacrifice necessary
to buy a home suggests that there was a substantial proportion of
families who had made the decision to stay in the United States as

early as 1905. This group was certainly augmented by the experi¬
ence of World War I, which not only cut off the option of remigra¬
tion but also held out the hope of greater earnings through higher
wages and overtime work. There was a growing core of individu¬
als and families who analyzed their economic situation more in
terms of the conditions they faced back of the yards and less in
terms of what they remembered of life in the Polish mountains or
the forests of Lithuania. Some Slavic immigrants were coming to
see Packingtown as a permanent home.

Packingtown's complex local economy allowed its families to
maintain a precarious existence, but it in no way struck at the root
of their poverty. Indeed, boarding, child labor, and other supple¬
mentary forms of income helped to subsidize the low wage rates
in packing. Each time social workers or social scientists surveyed
conditions in the community, they came back to the casual labor
system and the common labor rate as the source of its troubles. As
long as these conditions remained vital parts of the packinghouse
system of production, however, there was no reason to expect
changes to come from the packers. For their part, middle-class re¬
formers tended to emphasize either state intervention or em¬
ployer welfare schemes. But such reforms, if effected, would fail
to solve the real problem, which lay in the production process and
the labor market. This left one source for social change in the
community—the packinghouse workers themselves. To improve
conditions in their community, they were forced to organize
where their power lay—^within the packinghouse.
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Unionization and Americanization,

1900-1904

He never missed a meeting. . . . He had picked up a few words of
English by this time, and friends would help him to understand.
They were often very turbulent meetings, with half a dozen men
declaiming at once, in as many dialects of English, but the speak¬
ers were all desperately in earnest, and Jurgis was in earnest too,
for he understood that a hght was on, and that it was his fight. . . .

Their one chance for life was in union, and so the struggle became
a kind of crusade.

Upton Sinclair, The Jungk

It is difficult to understand industrial relations in an industry like
meat packing without also analyzing the social relations among
the diverse groups comprised in the industry's work force. The
formation of a working class and the emergence of a labor move¬
ment on Chicago's South Side was a continuous historical process
that occurred over several generations. Throughout the late nine¬
teenth century the original generation of Irish and German butch¬
ers created their own distinctive culture and built craft organiza¬
tions to protect their interests. During the labor conflicts the
1870s, 1880s, and 1890s, this first generation developed a strong
sense of solidarity and a tradition of militancy. Even after their
own union organizations had been destroyed, the Irish and Oer-
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man butchers carried this labor ethos with them into the new cen¬

tury.
By the turn of the century such subcultures were increasingly

undermined, in Chicago and throughout the country, by the in¬
troduction of mass-production technology and the massive influx
of new immigrant groups. While the new production methods
rendered craft organization much less effective, the creation of
new ethnic communities, populated by recent immigrants who
shared neither the industrial nor the social and cultural experi¬
ences of the earlier generation, threatened the prospects for soli¬
darity and complicated the process of class formation among
American workers. '

The key to understanding the process of class formation and
fragmentation in Chicago and comparable communities in these
years lies in the relations between these two generations of indus¬
trial workers. The process of unionization in packing was essen¬

tially one of socialization through which more experienced, "ma¬
ture" native-born and old immigrant workers integrated the new

generation into the labor movement and the broader working-
class community on the city's South Side.^

The end result was not assimilation. Polish, Lithuanian, and
other new immigrant workers retained a strong sense of ethnic
identiflcation and continued to organize much of their social and
cultural lives within the boundaries of their ethnic enclaves. But
informal contacts across ethnic lines and conscious efforts by un¬
ion organizers to reach out to the new immigrants resulted in a de¬
gree of acculturation. Immigrant workers came to identify the
welfare of their own ethnic communities with the strength of an
interethnic class organization—the union.

THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY BACKGROUND

Throughout the late nineteenth century packinghouse workers
played important roles in the dramatic confrontations between la¬
bor and capital which made Chicago famous as a center of class
conflict. Indeed, meat packing was the most strike-prone of all
U.S. industries in the years between 1881 and 1905.^ These
stmggles rested on two overlapping forms of protest—the organ-
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ized strike and crowd actions, or "rioting." The skilled butchers
often showed a strong sense of craft identity and at various times
built successful unions and engaged in strikes. The unskilled
were sometimes drawn into these struggles, but remained largely
unorganized for most of the period, while the skilled assumed the
leading role. The neighborhoods surrounding the yards were
often focal points for crowd actions during strikes, and the crowds
themselves were frequently composed of packinghouse workers
and their families. These communities had established traditions
of militancy and solidarity long before the turn of the century,
and for good reason. Because of the increasingly large proportion
of unskilled men and women in the industry and the large pool of
casual labor the packers could draw on in the event of a strike,
the organized strength of packinghouse workers depended ulti¬
mately as much on what was happening in the streets outside of
the plants as it did on union organization within their walls.

During July 1877 Chicago, like many other industrial cities
along the country's main rail lines, had been convulsed by a gen¬
eral strike and extensive rioting.'' In Chicago, most of the action
took place on the South Side and many of those in the crowds
came from Bridgeport, an Irish neighborhood just north and east
of the yards where most packinghouse workers lived at the time.
Yet the packinghouse workers themselves stand out most for the
discipline which they exhibited in the course of the strike and the
rioting. The movement was spread by groups of boys who ran
through the streets, calling workers from the various factories and
lumberyards to join the crowd. The boys were generally success¬
ful, and many of the city's industries were shut down in this spon¬
taneous fashion. When the boys reached the packinghouses, how¬
ever, they were ejected by a group of butchers who held a meet¬
ing to discuss grievances and formed their own procession. Gath¬
ering workers from each plant as they passed, they demanded a
two-dollar-per-day increase for all workers in the yards. The
butchers, it seems, took great care to distinguish themselves from
the crowds fighting with the police and militia for control of the
streets.

When the butchers did finally take to the streets, they created
quite a spectacle, which conveys something of their stature within
the broader working-class community as well as their own sense of
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group indentity. Crowds had tended to gather and disperse spon¬
taneously and were composed in large part of women and children
as well as male strikers from the various industries. In contrast,
the Irish butchers filed in line, five hundred strong and still
wrapped in their bloody aprons, behind a banner which pro¬
claimed "Workingmen's Rights." They marched from Bridgeport
down to Halsted Street to meet the police. On their way they
forcibly closed down some small rolling mills and the gas works.
Many in the crowd held their butcher knives and cleavers aloft,
while others carried clubs and stones. The Chicago Tribune
described them as "men in every sense of the word . . . brave
and daring in the extreme." As they marched into Pilsen, where
much of the rioting had taken place, a cheer went up from the
Bohemian lumber shovers, who were normally at odds with the
Irish. At the Halsted Street Bridge, the butchers confronted the
Chicago police, who ordered them to disperse and go back to
Bridgeport, but they remained in formation and "vowed that they
would rather die than return." Many did. A pitched battle for
control of the bridge ensued, and the crowd was dispersed only
when the police fired repeatedly into its ranks. By the time the
fighting in the city had ended, between twenty-eight and thirty-
five workers had been killed and over two hundred injured.
But the increase had been won. Elected representatives secured
signed agreements from each of the packers.^

At the time of the 1877 strike, the butchers had no formal or¬

ganization. The earliest union organization started among cattle
butchers about a year after the riots. By the spring of 1879 most of
those in the cattle-killing gangs as well as some from other depart¬
ments in the plants—between five and six thousand—had joined.
That summer the union won a twenty-five-cent increase in the
daily rate and in the fall demanded a closed shop. A long and
bitter strike started on December 18, in spite of the efforts of a

neighborhood priest. The militia and police assembled once
again, as did the crowd. This time the trouble was restricted to
the area immediately around the packing plants, but here the riot¬
ing was extensive. Toward the end of the strike, as some butch¬
ers began to break ranks and return to work, crowds of men and
women actually invaded the plants, beating the scabs on the kil¬
ling floors and destroying property. By the middle of January,
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however, the strike was broken. Many of the activists were black¬
listed, while other butchers returned to work under yellow-dog
contracts.^

During the early 1880s the Noble and Holy Order of the
Knights of Labor, a national labor reform organization, estab¬
lished a tenuous foothold in the industry. The order's strongest
assembly in meat packing was among the butcher workmen of
Kansas City. By 1881 the Knights had organized butchers, un¬
skilled laborers, skilled auxiliary trades like millwrights and car¬
penters, and many others into one large Kansas City assembly of
over twelve hundred. As was often the case with the Knights, in¬
dustrial and political organization fused, resulting in a municipal
labor administration by 1883. The mayor and "nearly all aldermen
were members of the local assembly."^

By comparison, Chicago lagged far behind. At least one local
assembly was established by 1880 in a small packinghouse on
Archer Avenue, and at its height in 1881, this group claimed a

membership of over one hundred pork butchers. By 1884, how¬
ever, it had dwindled to only eighteen men, though it persisted
until at least 1887. Another assembly was launched in 1885, but
the size and precise composition of its membership are unclear.®

The real breakthrough for the Knights came in May 1886,
when the great eight-hour movement swept like a prairie fire
through the city and its packing plants. The packinghouse work¬
ers' response, however, may not have been as spontaneous as it at
first appeared. Some trade union organization clearly existed be¬
fore the strike, though this included no more than about 9 per¬
cent of the labor force. More important, migration of cattle butch¬
ers between Kansas City and Chicago provided the movement
with able leadership. When John T. Joyce, the acknowledged
leader of the 1886 strike, came to Chicago in 1884, at the age of
twenty-one, he brought with him three years of experience as
secretary of the large Kansas City local assembly. Jerry Spellman,
another transplanted Kansas City Knight, helped Joyce find work
at Swift's, where he met other old friends and also made contact
with experienced Chicagoans like George Schick. Personal bonds
among the Irish butchers, as well as a shared sense of bitterness
left over from an unsuccessful 1884 strike against a wage cut, fa¬
cilitated the movement.'
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On May 2 cattle butchers in each of the major plants elected
committees to present the eight-hour demand. When the packers
refused, Joyce issued the strike call. The butchers cleaned their
tools and began to gather for a prearranged mass meeting. The
movement spread from one department to another and within an
hour most of the butcher workmen and -women, including nearly
all of the unskilled laborers and by-product workers, were stream¬
ing out of the city's slaughterhouses and packing plants. Fhe
strike had hardly begun when the packers capitulated. At least
nine Knights of Labor assemblies were organized in the wake of
the victory. While the Knights welcomed all manner of worker,
ranging from the laborer on the butterine vat to the cattle butcher
and from the young women who sewed ham bags to the skilled
wool pullers, a clear division along skill lines was enforced. The
cattle, hog, and sheep butchers each had their own assembly,
while common laborers from the various departments were
lumped together into assemblies of "packinghouse employees."
Women also had their own small local.'®

But if the workers remained divided by skill, they shared an
enthusiasm for organization. Joyce claimed that the Chicago
houses were 100 percent organized by the end of August. This
may be an exaggeration, but the strength of the order was demon¬
strated clearly on Labor Day, when more than thirteen thousand
workers marched eight abreast down Halsted Street. Cattle
Butchers' Local 7802, the premier organization in the yards,
kicked off the procession from the heart of the Irish community at
Thirty-fifth Street and Emerald Avenue, marching twelve hun¬
dred strong, knives in hand, behind their own fife and drum
corps. The line of march was organized by department and trade,
designed to show not only the size but also the breadth of the or¬
ganization. The Knights of Labor's message had swept from the
top of the job structure in the yards, represented by the cattle
butchers who led the procession, to its depths, represented by the
fertilizer workers who closed it. Accompanied by twelve bands
and twenty-eight decorated wagons, the parade was as much a
spectacle as it was a demonstration of strength. "

The packers, however, had been doing some organizing of their
own. Over the summer an employers' association was established
that included most of the smaller houses and all of the Big Five,
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except Gustavus Swift, who joined in the fall. The agreement
bound all members to act in cooperation on labor matters under
penalty of large fines. By the fall the packers were ready to take
the offensive.

The impressive organization which had paraded on Labor Day
was smashed little more than a month later when the packers
launched a counterattack. The defeat tells as much about the or¬

ganizational weakness of the Knights as it does about the strength
of the packers. The conflict that progressed as a strike was, in
fact, instigated by the packers. It began on October 8, when no¬
tices were posted in most of the city's pork packinghouses declar¬
ing the reintroduction of the ten-hour day. A strike started among
hog butchers in a small independent plant, who stopped in the
middle of their work, leaving slaughtered hogs dangling from the
overhead rails. A crowd spread the strike, marching from one
plant to another, calling the men from their work. Armour's cattle
butchers soon joined. Although the brawny Irish hog butchers
threatened to "stick and quarter" the imported Pinkerton guards
upon the slightest provocation, the neighborhood remained quiet
and peaceful. Most saloonkeepers honored the request of the ex¬
ecutive board of Knights District 57 that no liquor be sold during
the strike. Community merchants boycotted the Pinkertons and
the scabs, who were all housed in the yards for their own protec¬
tion.'^

As this point Tom Barry, directing affairs for the order's na¬
tional leadership, called the strike off despite its obvious strength,
citing his inability to control the butcher workmen. "They are a
thick-headed, hot-headed mob," Barry said, "and need someone
with a rod of iron to rule them for at least three months."''*

At the beginning of November a second strike broke out among
Swift's cattle butchers, nominally over the discharge of a popular
Knight. The real issue, however, was the newly reinstituted ten-
hour day. The houses emptied quickly. The employers' associa¬
tion led the packers' attack in response, coordinating the hiring of
scabs and declaring a lockout. In spite of provocations from five
hundred Pinkerton guards hired to protect the scabs, the yards
remained peaceful. A police sergeant claimed that there had been
fewer arrests during the strike than in normal times. Most ob-
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servers attributed the calm to union leaders who counseled mod¬
eration and patrolled the streets, dispersing crowds.

Just when some union officials thought that the employers' as¬
sociation was in session preparing a compromise, Grand Master
Workman Terrence Powderly unilaterally ended the strike. He
threatened to revoke the charter of any local which did not com¬

ply with his instructions. In a staggering understatement the
newspaper concluded, "Evidently, there has been

some misapprehension or misunderstanding of the situation."
Stunned and confused, the butcher workmen returned to work,
expecting to keep their eight-hour day. They were faced instead
with what they called the "ironclad" contract that forced them to
renounce all unions and authorized the employer to withhold one
hundred dollars to be forfeited if the worker quit without two
weeks' notice. In one stroke the packers collected about a million
dollars, reinstituted the ten-hour day, virtually insured them¬
selves against future strikes, and severely offended the pride of
the butchers. When Gustavus Swift confronted his cattle butchers
with the contract and gave them three minutes to sign it or get
out, Joyce answered, "We don't need the three minutes, we're
leaving now." The cattle butchers issued their own strike call and
held out for several days, but the movement collapsed quickly,
leaving a tremendous sense of bitterness toward the Knights
throughout the yards.

Some signs of strain between the butchers and the unskilled
had begun to appear in the course of the Knights' organizing. A
wage increase negotiated by a committee which included butchers
and Knights' officials but no laborers was seen as a sellout by
some of the unskilled. Disgusted with Powderly's arbitrary termi¬
nation of the strike, many of the laborers ignored the butchers'
call to continue.'^ When organization reemerged about two years
later, however, its strength was among the unskilled and the more
recent immigrants rather than the Irish butchers.

At the end of 1889 fifty of Swift's coopers refused to sign the
ironclad contract. They called a meeting to organize around the
issue and were-joined by about two hundred cattle butchers,
mostly German, Bohemian, and Polish, calling themselves the
Personal Rights League. These groups, together with the United
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Brotherhood, composed of remnants of the Knights' locals which
had split from the national organization, served as the nucleus for
a secret union called the Packinghouse Employees' Union. The
new organization set as its goals abolition of the ironclad contract
and reintroduction of the eight-hour day. Estimates of the union's
strength vary widely. Its organizers' claim that they had the yards
better organized than in 1886 was clearly an exaggeration, but
there were probably several thousand members by April 1890.
This union was more mixed, in terms of both ethnicity and skill,
than the Knights had been. While a core of butchers were active,
the bulk of the membership consisted of laborers. In a pattern
which became common during the early twentieth century, the
leadership was Irish, but the membership was drawn from a wide
range of ethnic groups, including Germans, Poles, Bohemians,
and Scandinavians.

At the end of April the Packinghouse Employees' Union
threatened to strike on May Day in support of two demands—a
wage increase of two and a half cents per hour and the eight-hour
day. The strike never materialized, however, for a number of rea¬
sons. By May cattle shipments had fallen off and many laborers
were out of work. Apparently, the union worried about sustaining
a long strike in the face of growing unemployment. The city's
American Federation of Labor leadership also implored the
butchers not to strike, because all resources and interest were ab¬
sorbed by a critical carpenters' strike and lockout. The most im¬
portant consideration, however, was the failure to organize effec¬
tively across skill lines. The bulk of the Irish held aloof from an
organization made up largely of unskilled recent immigrants.
When a secret gathering of cattle butchers voted to stay at work,
three thousand laborers met and abandoned the idea for the
strike. By the 1890s, then, skill and ethnic divisions among the
butcher workmen remained an impediment to solidarity.

Solidarity among the Irish butchers nevertheless remained
strong, in spite of the fact that their unions had been effectively
outlawed in the industry. Whatever fleeting strength the organiza¬
tions of skilled butchers had in the late nineteenth century
derived in part from a cohesive Irish-American subculture blend¬
ing local party politics, Irish nationalism, and various forms of
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self-help. The Irish butchers' persistent ethnic identification was
fueled by the struggle for Irish independence and nationhood.
The city's industrial South Side, with its large Irish working-class
population, was the focal point for much of the nationalist agita¬
tion and organization. Local Land League groups, for example,
which mixed broad ideas of social reform with nationalist agita¬
tion, were based primarily on stockyard and rolling mill workers.
The link between labor and nationalist activity, common to many
Irish working-class communities of the late nineteenth century,
persisted in Chicago well into the twentieth.

When Knights of Labor Assembly 7802 was crushed in the fall
1886 strike, the cattle butchers formed the Blackthorn Club. The
name and the bulk of the membership were Irish, but all cattle
butchers were welcomed and the group included Germans and
Bohemians. The club successfully ran John F. Kenny, a pro-
union Armour foreman, for alderman in 1890, but its interests
went beyond politics. It was designed to maintain some of the
protection of union organization without formal recognition, and
ethnic ties played an important part in its efforts. Sympathetic
Irish foremen, for example, helped some of those who had been
blacklisted to find work once again in the industry. Where this
was not possible, as in the case of Joyce, the political connections
helped. After being blacklisted for good in 1890 for refusing to
scab during a sheep butchers' strike, Joyce used the club's con¬
nections to secure a series of patronage jobs over the next decade.
The prominence of others in the movement assured them of cus¬
tomers when they opened saloons or other small businesses in the
community. But the community's sanctions could also be turned
on those who violated its ethic of solidarity. Those who broke
ranks during a strike were remembered as traitors and boycotted.
Gmdges were held for years.

In the summer of 1894 packinghouse workers were once again
at the center of a tremendous labor upheaval when strikers at the
Pullman car works several miles south and east of the yards called
for help. Workers throughout the city walked off their jobs in
sympathy with a general strike of railroad workers across the
country. Once again, the skilled butchers relied upon organization
based on skill and craft identity, while the laborers and unorgan-
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ized workers in the community protested by means of the only
weapon at their disposal. They turned out in large crowds, attack¬
ing scabs and railroad property.

On July 13, 1894, at 8:00 A.M., between one and two thousand
cattle butchers left their work, partly in sympathy with the rail¬
road workers but also in support of their own demand for a wage
increase. They marched to a neighborhood hall, where they met
daily during the strike. Shunning the Knights of Labor, the strik¬
ers elected their own officers, obtained a charter from the AF of L
to establish the Journeymen Butchers' National Union of Amer¬
ica, and sent organizers to Omaha, Kansas City, and East St.
Louis, where the strike soon spread. This conflict was sectional in
nature, however. While the butchers remained quite solid, other
departments took no part in the strike. Once the packers were
able to import a small nucleus of skilled men from out of town,
operations started up again. The conflict dragged on for nine
weeks, at which point it was abandoned. Having beaten the
union, the packers blacklisted men more systematically than they
had in the past. Nelson Morris insisted, "Not a striker will get his
job back in this house.Though decimated, the Journeymen
Butchers' National Union would continue to elect officers and
hold small meetings until the foundation of the Amalgamated
Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen of North America in 1897.
Once again formal union organization had been smashed, but a
core of activists would remain, and it was upon the remnants of
the old Journeymen Butchers' organization that the new interna¬
tional would build a cattle butchers' local in Chicago in 1900.

The fact that the 1894 call for a general strike caught the pack¬
inghouse workers in the slowest month of the slack season during
a severe depression made it practically impossible for common la¬
borers to take part in any organized fashion. The city was flooded
with unemployed, including many "tramps" from out of town.
"No one would suspect a strike was on by the general appearance
of the Yards and packinghouses," the gloated. "Hundreds
of men are hanging about the Yards in search of work." Virtually
all contemporary accounts of the strike suggest that those unem¬
ployed packinghouse workers played a major role in the serious ri¬
oting that engulfed much of the city's South Side during the Pull-
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man Boycott. Most observers insisted that the railroad strikers
themselves not only remained peaceful but often tried to stop
crowd violence against "scab trains." Some witnesses before the
U.S. Strike Commission specifically mentioned packinghouse
workers in connection with riots, and both the location of the ma¬

jor crowd actions and the ethnic composition of the crowds sug¬
gest that Bridgeport and Packingtown turned out en masse.^*

The most serious trouble spots in the city were all in an area
bounded by Thirty-ninth and Fifty-fifth streets on the north and
south and by State Street and the city limits on the east and west.
Even here there was little serious violence until militia moved
into the area; rioting was almost continuous from that point on.
Within the four days between July 5 and July 9, hundreds of cars,
five shanties, eight railroad towers, and one barn were burned in
this region. "The whole section of the city in the vicinity of the
Yards is in the possession of a dozen mobs of rioters," the Tribune
reported. The single most serious fire consumed an estimated one
thousand boxcars in the Panhandle freightyards on the northwest
border of Packingtown. The bloodiest confrontation, in which
four people were killed and seventeen wounded, took place just
north of the yards at Forty-ninth and Loomis streets."

Perhaps the most impressive characteristics of the rioting were
the size of the crowds and the speed with which they gathered.
An estimated ten thousand persons attacked militiamen and po¬
lice at Forty-ninth and Loomis, for example. Each time the pack¬
ers tried to move a train loaded with meat, people poured into the
streets. On July 4, a locomotive and several cars full of meat
pulled up near the great stone gate of the yards on Halsted Street.
The Drovers' Journal described what happened next: "In less
time than it takes to tell about it an immense crowd had gathered
about the engine. All the streets leading to the stockyards were
black with humanity, and soon 20,000 people were on the scene.
News that an attempt was to be made to break the blockade went
about with telegraphic speed.""

Yet the crowds' motives were clear. Virtually all of the property
destroyed was owned by the railroads, which were seen as the
prime enemy in the struggle. The crowds were determined that
no train should move from the stockyards, and between June 29
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and July 8 the blockade remained solid. At that point it became a

question of the army's superior firepower, and the trains began to
roll once again.

The composition of the crowds was comparable to that of those
which had taken part in the 1877 riots except that in 1894 they
tended to be quite mixed ethnically, reflecting the growing diver¬
sity of the population in the neighborhoods surrounding the
yards. "In the mob the jargon of foreign tongues was conspicu¬
ous," the Drovers' Journal noted, "and the latent hatred of capital
found full effervescence." While newspaper reporters and other
observers thought that most of those in the crowds were Polish,
Bohemian, and German, Bridgeport's Irish still figured prom¬
inently. Women and children also once again made up a large pro¬
portion of the crowd. The Tribune found the neighborhood chil¬
dren "steeped in the spirit of insurrection."^®

In all, thirteen people were killed, fifty-three injured, and more
than eighty million dollars' worth of property destroyed. Yet the
most important effects of the strike may have been psychological.
Among middle-class Chicagoans, the rioting contributed to a
growing conception of Packingtown as a place full of dangerous
foreigners, better segregated from the more respectable neighbor¬
hoods of the city. Hyde Park residents watched in fear each night
as the light from burning railroad cars illuminated the sky to the
northwest. Each Illinois Central commuter train which ventured
downtown in early July carried its own armed guards, and
passengers sometimes had to fall to the floor to avoid snipers' bul¬
lets. The strike and rioting even affected residential architecture
in the community. Several houses in the adjacent Kenwood area
were built with a special family security room on the third floor
where the residents could sit out a labor siege, safe behind
metal-reinforced doors.

Among the workers themselves, however, the experience left a
legacy of despondency and fear. In its wake, the packers insti¬
tuted an efficient blacklist designed to rid their labor force of agi¬
tators. Spies gathered information about workers suspected of un¬
ion sympathies, and each attempt at organization was quickly
crushed. By the end of the nineteenth century, David Brody con¬
cludes, "meat packing was virtually unorganized."^® The butcher
workmen seemed to be defeated; yet grievances remained. In the



Unionization and Americanization 131

next round of organization, the workers would not be divided
along skill and ethnic lines. Those union activists who remained
carried the lessons of the nineteenth century into the twentieth
and brought a new generation of packinghouse workers into the
movement with them.

UNIONIZATION

As in previous periods of union activity, skilled butchers provided
much of the early personnel and initiative for organization in the
1900-1904 era. But the spread of unionization through the yards
in these years, into the unskilled occupations dominated by re¬
cent immigrants and young women workers, suggests not only
that the concept of unionization was changing but also that these
newcomers clearly and quickly grasped its importance. The key
to understanding the unionization process in packing lies in the
relations between these two generations.

A new union led the national campaign to organize packing¬
house workers. The Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher
Workmen of North America was founded in the back room of a

Cincinnati Odd Fellows Hall by four men—Homer D. Call, a
meat cutter from Syracuse; George Byer, a sheep butcher from
Kansas City; John F. Hart, a butcher workman from Utica, New
York; and John F. O'Sullivan, a Boston union official assigned by
the AFL leadership to advise the group. The new international
union was officially chartered in January 1897 with jurisdiction
over both retail butchers and packinghouse workers.

Early growth was particularly slow among packinghouse work¬
ers until the election in December 1898 of Michael Donnelly, a
South Omaha sheep butcher, as president of the Amalgamated.
Deeply devoted to his cause, Donnelly proved to be a gifted or¬
ganizer. By the middle of 1900 the Amalgamated had a member¬
ship of four thousand, and Donnelly set out for Chicago's Union
Stockyards.^'

In Chicago the earliest action came not from the cattle butch¬
ers, with their strong union traditions, but rather from young
women workers in the canning department. In early 1900, with¬
out any formal organization, a small group of young Irish-
American women led a revolt against a succession of piece-rate
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cuts. The packers brought foreign-born women in to break the
strike and then blacklisted its leaders. The women sued, but the
court found that their employers had the right to discriminate
against them. Several of the strike leaders remained in contact
with their workmates, however, and eventually helped to organize
a union. The women's struggle, together with the Amalgamated's
decision to extend their organizing to packinghouse workers,
helped to spark a major unionization drive in Chicago within a
few months of this minor defeat.

When Michael Donnelly arrived on Chicago's South Side in the
spring of 1900, he faced some formidable obstacles. The blacklist
and an extensive network of informers were known quantities,
and the packers were adamant. The lesson they had drawn from
the history of labor relations in the meat industry was simple: "It
was cheaper to fight than to appease.

The packers fired anyone seen talking to Donnelly, and the
terror campaign had its desired effect. He repeatedly failed to
make any lasting contacts. Acknowledging the depth of fear
among the workers, he approached George Schick and eleven
other veterans of labor activism individually and arranged a secret
meeting in one of their homes. These men formed the core of the
union over the next few months, while the existence of the organ¬
ization remained a well-guarded secret. Within a year Donnelly
had organized about 95 percent of the cattle butchers, and six
other unions were also in place.^

The process of unionization generally descended the job struc¬
ture as it worked its way through the various plants. The cattle,
hog, and sheep butchers, all skilled knife men, formed the first
three locals, building once again on neighborhood and kinship
ties. The twelve charter members of Hog Butchers' Local 116, for
example, held their meeting in the home of a neighborhood cattle
butcher and union activist. Nine of the twelve were Irish, and
two were brothers. When Patrick Coakley, who became the
union's business agent, arrived for the meeting, he found that
most of the others were former classmates who knew one another
from the parish school.

After the skilled butchers came the beef luggers and shipping
department employees. These men were in close contact during
the workday with those in the killing gangs, who had been among
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the first to organize. They were a skilled and cohesive group and
responded quickly to the union's call. Although there were some
Poles among the skilled in the killing gangs, the union encoun¬
tered its first large group of Slavic immigrants among the beef
cutters and boners. There was nothing in this local's experience,
however, to suggest that the new immigrants presented any par¬
ticular obstacle. Beef Cutters and Boners' Local 135 started in

June 1901 with seventy-four charter members, and within a year
four hundred workers had signed up.^^

For the first year or so, the Amalgamated followed the nine¬
teenth-century organizational pattern. Skilled butchers organized
on their own, leaving the unskilled to fend for themselves. But
the craft model no longer fit the reality of packinghouse work. Ex¬
treme division of labor had not only reduced the bargaining power
of the few highly skilled specialists; it also left them vulnerable to
replacement by less skilled knife men whose own jobs could often
be done by common laborers. "Today it is impossible," the
union's journal concluded, "to draw the line where the skilled
man leaves off and the unskilled man begins." As a result, the
union's leadership soon rejected the strict craft model. "Experi¬
ence has taught us that this latter class in their unorganized condi¬
tion are a menace to those who are members of Union Labor,"
explained Michael Donnelly. ". . . It is our duty to educate them
in the labor movement.And he reiterated in early 1901,
"There must be no aristocracy in the labor movement. I have
worked at the highest wages paid in the packing plants, but I can¬
not forget that the man who washed the floor while I worked at
the tables is entitled to the same consideration I am. I cannot for¬
get that he is a human being, and that he has a family. It should
be our purpose to make the injury of the common laborers the
concern of the skilled workman."^® By the end of that year the
union was aggressively wooing the unskilled.

Adopting a departmental structure, the Amalgamated estab¬
lished a local union for each of the departments in the modern
packinghouse. Every worker engaged in the killing of cattle in
Chicago, for instance, belonged to Cattle Butchers' Local 87, re¬
gardless of whether he was a splitter at Swift's or a common la¬
borer at Armour's. Other locals were set up for soap and butterine
workers, beef and hog casing workers, livestock handlers and
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sausage makers, even the stockyards police force. Eventually,
twenty-one locals covered every production worker in the indus¬
try. The fact that such departmental locals mixed workers from
the various houses facilitated identification on the basis of occupa¬
tion rather than plant.

As David Brody has observed, however, "The inclusive mem¬
bership policy did not turn the Amalgamated into an industrial
union." Not only were the Chicago locals organized on a depart¬
mental rather than a plant basis, but the Amalgamated also
respected the jurisdictional claims of other international unions.
The skilled auxiliary tradespeople—coopers, steamfitters, station¬
ary engineers and firemen, carpenters, and others—were parceled
out to locals of their respective craft unions. This sectionalism of
key auxiliary workers was inherent in adapting a craft model to an
integrated mass-production industry like packing, and in the long
run this structural weakness proved crucial to the union's de¬
mise.'*®

To view the Amalgamated's efforts solely from the perspective
of modern industrial unionism, however, is essentially ahistorical.
If one compares the Amalgamated's structure to that of a
nineteenth-century craft union as well as to the CIO industrial
union which emerged in packing more than three decades later, it
is clear that the butcher workmen's early twentieth-century union
was a transitional form embodying elements of both kinds of or¬
ganization. Unlike a nineteenth-century craft union, the Amal¬
gamated set out to organize all production workers, regardless of
skill, gender, or race, and, like later industrial unions, the Amal¬
gamated was forced to develop new organizing strategies in order
to integrate workers from widely variant social backgrounds into
locals based on the workplace. Department locals were nominally
based on "trades," but this was more a matter of convenience
than an affirmation of the craft principle. Certainly the soap work¬
ers' local, for example, composed of laborers who carted fat and
tended vats, had little in common with a traditional craft
union. The cattle butchers' local included not only the aristoçratic
splitters and floormen but also the common laborers who mopped
blood. Indeed, laborers comprised a majority of the local's
membership. What is most striking, then, about the early
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twentieth-century butchers' unionism is not that they failed to
develop a full-blown industrial organization but rather that, in ex¬

perimenting with new forms, they were clearly headed in that
direction.

The creation of a Packing Trades Council with delegates from
each local in the stockyards was another step toward greater amal¬
gamation. The council facilitated united planning and action and
provided the natural leadership for a general strike in the indus¬
try. The trade council concept for a time also allowed for a degree
of unity with the auxiliary tradesmen who were members of vari¬
ous AFL craft unions rather than the Amalgamated. Eight of
twenty-seven local unions affiliated with the Chicago council in
July 1903 were constituents of other international unions. By
helping with organizing, handling major grievances, mediating
jurisdictional and other disputes between locals, and doing central
planning, the council provided a critical link among all workers in
the industry.""

In the spring of 1904 Amalgamated delegates voted to restrict
the membership in the packing trades councils to their own lo¬
cals. Apparently the move was prompted by a fear that the actions
of the Allied Trades locals, which were beyond the Amalga-
mated's control, might draw the butcher workmen into damaging
sympathy strikes. In retrospect it is difficult to see how the
separation could do anything but weaken the Amalgamated in the
event of a major confrontation with the packers. The skills of
some tradesmen, notably the stationary engineers who maintained
refrigeration units, were essential to the operation of the plants.
Their support in a long strike could be crucial to its success. Yet
the decision was made, and the tradesmen withdrew in June 1904
to form their own council.

The only local which deviated from the departmental structure
was 183, one of the largest in the union, which organized all
women in the yards. With a separate organization, the women
were assured of their own representation on the Packing Trades
Council and at the international convention. Had they been in¬
tegrated into departmental locals with men, they could easily
have been outvoted, and problems peculiar to the situation of
women workers might have been ignored. Also, the character of
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women's work at the turn of the century meant that they were
still often segregated into separate departments.

Local 183 originated with a social group of second-generation
Irish women which coalesced around the University of Chicago
Settlement House. Reflecting the values of their community, as
well as some of their own, they named their club for a contem¬
porary Irish radical nationalist, Maude Gonne.'*^ Many of those ac¬
tive in the club and the union local which grew from it were
veterans of the spontaneous piece-rate strike in the spring of
1900. The sixteen charter members were all discharged, but
within six months five hundred had been organized and by No¬
vember 1903 the local had grown to almost two thousand—
probably more than 80 percent of the women in the industry.
While the union was at first stronger among the young Irish
women than among their Slavic sisters, it eventually comprised
virtually all of the ethnic groups represented in the yards, includ¬
ing blacks."*^

Some butcher workmen actively opposed women's employment
and organization. The sausagemakers, for example, lost a 1903
strike partly as a result of women strikebreakers, and John
Floersch pressed the sausagemakers' case at the union's 1904
convention. He offered a resolution charging that the introduction
of women downgraded men's work and calling on the union to ex¬
pel women from all sausage departments and ban their introduc¬
tion into any job involving the use of the knife. Molly Daly, who
had been organizing the women whom Floersch now sought to
drive from the industry, took the floor. She argued forcefully
against the resolution and for the principle of equal pay for equal
work.'*^

Most of the butcher workmen took a position closer to that of
the union's conservative secretary-treasurer. Homer Call. Call ar¬

gued, correctly, that most women worked because of economic
necessity and that they should be organized, if only to protect
men's wages. Significantly, Molly Daly was supported by several
male speakers at the 1904 convention, one of whom noted the im¬
portance of unionization to women who were frequently primary
breadwinners. "It would be unfair now," he argued, "to dis¬
courage their organization, as many of them have families to sup¬
port." Most delegates apparently agreed. The sausagemakers'
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resolution was defeated by a wide margin and replaced with a
compromise resolution calling for both confinement of women to

jobs which were not "brutalizing" and equal pay for equal work in
departments where women were already doing work comparable
to men's. Acknowledging the unusually low income of women,
the Amalgamated also remitted the per capita tax for Local 183, at
first in order to attract members and later to pay for two full-time
women organizers.'*^

Michael Donnelly, the Amalgamated's president, was particu¬
larly supportive of women's unionization. Working closely with
Mary McDowell, Donnelly helped to build Local 183 and to

develop the Chicago branch of the Women's Trade Union
League.'*^

For their part the women tried to protect men's wages by
fighting first in those departments where they worked alongside
men. They were able to increase both piece rates and weekly
wages, though their progress was slower than that for men. The
women took as their organizing call to all female packinghouse
workers the message, "Organize for your own protection and be¬
cause it will be an education—it will change your life.'"**^

Why did the Amalgamated's position on women's organization
contrast so sharply with the more typical trade union demand of
this era for their total exclusion from union and shop.^^** The key
seems to lie in the packing industry's production process and la¬
bor market. Few if any turn-of-the-century industries could match
packing in extreme division of labor and assembly-line organiza¬
tion of work. By subdividing tasks and grossly reducing the de¬
gree of skill, and in some cases strength, required for most jobs,
the packers made it acceptable for women to do all but the heavi¬
est slaughtering and hauling work. The consistent expansion of
the proportion of women to total labor force reflects these changes
in production technology. (See table 4.) As it became increasingly
difficult to exclude "cheap female labor" from most departments
in a modern packinghouse, so it became necessary to raise
women's wages in order to protect men's. It was not surprising
that highly skilled craftsmen or unskilled laborers engaged in
heavy work were able to exclude women from unions; it was more
difficult to do so in a mass-production industry where women al¬
ready made up an important part of the labor force.
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Americanization from the Bottom Up
Even more significant than those of gender, nationality divisions
among the packinghouse workers posed a potential obstacle to
unionization. Such divisions comprised more than language
difficulties. Packinghouse workers came to the stockyards with
widely divergent cultural perspectives. In packing, as in many
other industries, the fact that recent immigrants settled into the
least skilled positions meant that such cultural differences might
be reinforced by skill divisions. Any ideological common ground
among these diverse groups of workers had to be created by the
workers themselves. For unionization to succeed, it was essential
that the older, more experienced generation of packinghouse
workers reach out to the newcomers.

Historians have frequently viewed the acculturation of immi¬
grant workers primarily as a top-down process of socialization.
Personnel managers, evening school teachers, and settlement
house workers employed "Americanization" programs as instru¬
ments of social control aimed at producing not only responsible
citizens but also obedient, efficient workers.^" Such efforts cer¬

tainly represented one element in the immigrant worker's process
of adjustment, but their influence has been exaggerated. As noted
earlier, formal "Americanization"—through citizenship classes
and government naturalization procedures, for example—pro¬
ceeded very slowly in Packingtown.

Yet this does not mean that immigrant workers failed to come
to terms with their new lives. There were simply alternative con¬
ceptions of Americanism to those of management. Historians have
often overlooked the acculturation of immigrants as it took place
informally among workers from diverse backgrounds and through
the efforts of unions and other working-class institutions.^' In
packing, union militants made an informal but eonseious push to
integrate new groups into the broader working-class community
and the labor movement. The union's efforts to reach the immi¬
grants suggest a new way of looking at the acculturation of immi¬
grant workers, an "Americanization from the bottom up."

The notion of the union as an independent force in the accul¬
turation of immigrants was first noted by U.S. Commissioner of
Labor Ethelbert Stewart. Studying the problem in Packingtown
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in 1904, Stewart found that ethnic hostilities had been rife before
unionization. Communities tended to be dominated by charismat¬
ic "clan leaders" who often viewed the union as a threat to their
own prestige and influence. Union activists fought a running bat¬
tle with these men and steadfastly opposed their demands for or¬

ganization along ethnic lines.In a world organized largely on the
basis of nationality, Stewart argued, 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."^^

Mary McDowell saw the process in similar terms from her van¬
tage point at the University of Chicago Settlement. "The labor
union has been the only institution that has brought the immi¬
grant in touch with English-speaking men for a common purpose
and in preparation for self-government.'"''* An immigrant's intro¬
duction to the workings of the American political and economic
system frequently came through conversations with fellow work¬
ers, discussion and debate at union meetings, and labor move¬
ment publications. The union's conception of Americanism tend¬
ed to emphasize the free expression of one's opinions and stand¬
ing up with fellow workers to demand one's rights.

A Polish or Lithuanian laborer's first contact with the union was

likely to be in the person of an Irish business agent for one of the
locals. If the immigrant worked in one of the by-product rooms,
for example, he or she might be confronted by John Mahony of
the Hide Cellar Men, or Denny O'Donnell of the Lard Room
Employees, or Barney McKevett of the Soap Workers. It was the
business agent's job to organize, and in order to do this he had to
explain to the immigrant just what this union business was all
about. Alone among the institutions at the immigrants' disposal,
the union could promise to improve their material conditions and
those of their families. The union's growth and its progress from
one department to another suggests that its message was reaching
the newcomers.

During the 1900-1904 union campaign the Irish played the role
of "Americanizers." In each department, even in the by-product
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works, with their heavy concentrations of recent immigrants, it
was the older immigrant groups and particularly the Irish who
took the initiative in organizing and who ended up being elected
local union officers (see table 12). These Irish-American activists
quickly and successfully integrated the various other ethnic
groups into their organizing.

Local unions made their bridges to immigrant communities in
several ways. The use of interpreters at local union meetings en¬
couraged participation by even the most recent immigrants. Many
of the Polish workers and a large minority of Slovaks and
Lithuanians spoke at least some English, and these individuals
may have served as linguistic links between old-immigrant ac¬
tivists and those who spoke no English at all. Hog Butchers' Lo¬
cal 116 provided simultaneous translations into five languages; the
more ethnically diverse sheep butchers required seven, "thereby
giving every member equal rights." Integration of Slavic organiz¬
ers and officers often facilitated breakthroughs. Frank Klawi-
kowski's election as vice president of the hog butchers' local pro¬
vided a crucial link between the union's Irish-American officers
and its Slavic members. The original organizers in the canning
department, like those in most others, were Irish. Faced with a

Table 12. Local Union Officials, Classified by Nationality, 1904
Percent of

Number of Percent of Nationality in
Nationality Officers Officers Labor Force, 1904

Irish 64 57 25
German 21 19 15
Bohemian 8 7 20
Polish, Slovak, or

Lithuanian 8 7 38
Unclassified 11 10 Z*
TOTAL 112 100 100

•American and Scottish

Sources: Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen, OfßcialJoumal 5
(Mar. 1904); Ethelbert Stewart, "The Influence of Trade Unions on

Immigrants," U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Bulletin no. 56 (Washington,
D.C., 1905).



Unionization and Americanization 141

serious language barrier, the group made little headway for three
months. Then they managed to convince a few people represent¬
ing the various ethnic groups in the department to act as shop
stewards. This group took up the organizing, and within three
months the local had seven hundred members. The Irish

corresponding secretary found his new Slavic brothers "the very
best union men we have got."^^

A young Lithuanian laborer on the cattle-killing floor described
his own experience with the union to a journalist in 1904.

It has given me more time to learn to read and speak and enjoy
life like an American. ... It is combining all the nationalities. The
night 1 joined the Cattle Butchers' Union 1 was led into the room
by a negro member. With me were Bohemians, Germans and
Poles, and Mike Donnelly, the President, is an Irishman. He
spoke to us in English and then three interpreters told us what he
said. We swore to be loyal to our union above everything else ex¬

cept the country, the city and the State—to be faithful to each
other—to protect the women workers—to do our best to under¬
stand the history of the labor movement, and to do all we could to
help it on. Since then I have gone there every two weeks and I
help the movement by being an interpreter for the other Lithua¬
nians who come in. That is why I have learned to speak and write
good English. The others do not need me long. They soon learn
English, too, and when they have done that they are quickly
becoming Americans."

Mary McDowell observed the process in action when she
visited a meeting of the women's local. When the Irish chair¬
woman called for any outstanding grievances, a young black wom¬
an rose to accuse a Polish member of insulting her. The chair¬
woman 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 yourselves. 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.''^
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The episode suggests that racial and nationality differences could
indeed bring conflict. But it also shows a conscious effort to dis¬
courage such thinking and to encourage concentration on common
interests and problems.

The structure of the local unions themselves encouraged this
identification on the basis of work, rather than race or nationality,
and facilitated the process of acculturation. The city-wide depart¬
ment or "trade" locals maximized contact and solidarity across na¬

tionality lines and provided the institutional context for American¬
ization from the bottom up.^^ Each local union became an instru¬
ment of education, reflecting the values of the labor movement
and the broader working-class community and imparting these to
the immigrants.

The American Standard

The immigrant packinghouse workers who responded so posi¬
tively to the unionization drive lived in a city which was the home
of one of the most highly organized and militant labor movements
of the early twentieth century. In an era characterized by growing
union organization, Chicago was clearly a pacesetter. The rise of
the packinghouse workers' own organization came as part of a
massive upsurge of the city's labor movement during 1903. Union
membership doubled; 251 strikes were launched; and a general
campaign for shorter hours brought the nine-hour day to several
industries. By the end of the year the Chicago Federation of La¬
bor (CFL) had a membership of more than 245,000—over half of
the city's labor force. The CFL also led the way in the organiza¬
tion of women workers, having drawn more than 35,000 from
twenty-six different occupations into the fold by 1903. Even more
impressive than its size was the scope of the movement. It in¬
cluded not only unions of building trades workers, machinists,
and factory operatives, but also organizations of teachers, scrub¬
women, and waitresses. Federation leaders claimed that their
town was the "best-organized city in the world." Chicago was one
of those places where it was easier to be a union member than to
be nonunion. "The city could possibly challenge London," David
Montgomery writes, "for the title, trade union capital of the
world.



Unionization and Americanization 143

A workingman or -woman in Chicago in 1904, then, was sur¬
rounded by a labor ethos. His or her neighbors were union people,
and the values of the labor movement—class solidarity, industrial
militancy, and a certain pride in being a part of the movement—
were important influences in daily life. These values were not
necessarily counterposed to more traditional ones associated with
religious and ethnic identification. Much of Packingtown's cultur¬
al life continued to flow along well-worn ethnic channels. \ et the
Amalgamated managed to organize effectively across ethnic lines
and to socialize the new immigrants within a distinctly working-
class worldview.

The union's role of Americanizer consisted of more than simply
mixing the recent immigrants with the older English-speaking
groups in a common organization directed to class interests. Many
contemporaries saw in the union an important source of stabilitv
in an otherwise chaotic and dangerous social environment. Man.
McDowell and others associated with the University of Chicago
Settlement were among those taking this broader view. Fheir
support for unionization went beyond moral pronouncements in
the press. McDowell herself was involved in the formation of the
women's union and later became a leading figure in the Women's
Trade Union League. Part of the reason for the settlement staff s
support derived from the fact that they had succeeded in becom¬
ing a part of the neighborhood and could appreciate some of the
adverse social implications of the casual labor system in the yards.
They also admired the union for its ability to break down the eth¬
nic barriers which they saw as obstacles to citizenship.

Interwoven with these accomplishments was the gradual estab¬
lishment of what Mary McDowell and later the union called the
"American Standard of Living." By raising the living standards of
the neighborhood's families, McDowell argued, the union was
helping to create a more stable population and to defuse a social
time bomb. McDowell and others in the community noted a sig¬
nificant rise in the level of home ownership following the advent
of the union, which was also reflected in Ethelbert Stewart's 1905
census of the neighborhood. A banker noted that the period im¬
mediately following unionization saw an unprecedented burst of
home buying among the most recent arrivals, especially the Lith¬
uanians and Slovaks. He attributed the trend to a new sense of
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security which the immigrant had found in the union's efforts to
maximize employment,''' McDowell argued that once the pros¬
pect of home ownership became a viable alternative to reemigra-
tion, the population of the neighborhood had stabilized some¬
what.

Some observers saw a dramatic decline in the neighborhood's
crime rate as another product of unionization. A sergeant in the
Stockyards Precinct station told Commissioner Stewart that since
the coming of the union, Packingtown had seen "less disorder,
better living, more intelligence, and more understanding of
American institutions and laws." The precinct, which had long
had more policemen than any other, actually reduced the size of
its force after unionization. There may have been other reasons
for the decline in crime reflected in arrest statistics, but some ob¬
servers saw this as another indication that the union was fulfllling
a positive role in Packingtown.^^

Figures provided by the Chicago Bureau of Charities, Relief
and Aid Societies suggest that unionization also reduced pauper¬
ism in the community. These show a distinct drop in applications
for the period of the union's ascendancy, though prosperity cer¬
tainly accounted for part of this improvement. The records indi¬
cate that during the years 1897-98 20 percent of Packingtown's
population was receiving charity on a regular basis. The bureau
reported in 1904 that since unionization had begun only one in
every one hundred families receiving aid was headed by a union
man or woman.^

The social balance sheet of the meat-packing industry in
Chicago—its social implications weighed against its importance to
the metropolitan economy—was not read in the same way by all
of the city's residents. The industry's area of operations and the
residential neighborhood adjacent to it were increasingly seen as
sources of serious social problems. The neighborhood had been
swept by epidemics more than once, and its health and sanitary
conditions indicated that the same thing might happen again.
Since no adequate public relief system existed, Packingtown's
chronic mendicancy had to be underwritten by the more pros¬
perous communities in the city (or, of course, ignored). The ex¬
perience of 1894 had demonstrated that when the poverty-
stricken community did rise in protest, the result could be costly
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in human lives and property. For Hyde Parkers, Packingtown was
coming to be seen as more than a place to dump their garbage or
to send sociology students; it was also a threat to their comfortable
existence. These social costs of the meat-packing industry con¬
vinced settlement house workers and some others that the union's
stabilizing effects in Packingtown should be welcomed in the in¬
terests of the community at large.

Mary McDowell's conception of an "American Standard of Liv¬
ing" became important in the union's efforts to socialize new im¬
migrants. If the frame of reference that an immigrant used to
judge living and working conditions remained that of the
Lithuanian forest, then there was little reason for him or her to

oppose conditions in any American industrial environment, even
the notorious Chicago packinghouses. Commissioner Stewart ex¬

plained the union's efforts to argue for a new standard.

The union gets him to compare himself not with what he was in
Lithuania, but with some German or Irish family, and then stings
him with the assertion that he has as much right to live that way as

anybody. . . . The union's point of view is that for a Lithuanian
peasant to be contented, satisfied and happy with the Lithuanian
standard of living in America is a crime, a crime not only against
himself but against America and everyone who wishes to make in¬
dividual and social development in America.'"^

The union's efforts to convey this new standard to the immi¬
grants met with considerable success. Mary McDowell recalled
years later, "I heard in Bohemian, Slavish and Lithuanian
languages the same opinion expressed as that of a Polish worker,
who spoke with the calmness of a firm conviction, as he said: 'We
cannot bring up our children as Americans on 15 and a half cents
an hour and 40 hours a week. We cannot live decently. Our
wives, our children, our homes demand better wages.'

How successful was the Amalgamated in raising Packingtown to
the American standard.^ What effect did unionization have on the

quality of life.'' The preceding figures on charity and home owner¬
ship in the community and table 13 provide a partial answer. The
table shows the proportion of one large packing company's labor
force paid at the various wage levels before, during, and after
unionization. These figures do not take into account the effect of
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Table 13. Movement of Wages for Employees at One Chicago
Packinghouse, 1896-1910

October 18-31, 1896 October 11-22, 1903 October 9-22, 1910
Proportion of Proportion of Proportion of

Cents per Hour Those Employed Those Employed Those Employed

161/2 or less 61.10 19.93 45.24
17 to 17!/2 9.80 18.59 20.24
18 to 20 13.62 39.96 13.72
21 to 27'/2 12.96 17.07 14.11
28 to 35 1.84 3.53 4.97
36 or more .68 .92 1.72

Source: Adapted from John C. Kennedy et al., Wages and Family Budgets in the Chicago
Stockyards District (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1914), 20.

inflation on real wages in the period following the union's demise.
But since the figures show a decline in money wages for those at
the lower end of the pay scale, and government figures for the
same years (1903-10) show an increase of 1.5 percent in prices,
there was clearly a deterioration in the standard of living, as mea¬
sured by real wages, following the destruction of the union.
Table 13 indicates a general increase in wages for all grades of la¬
bor as well as a relative upgrading of common labor during the
union era. But it also demonstrates a decline in the wages for the
majority of packinghouse workers in the years following the
Amalgamated's decline.

Even in its short lifetime, then, the union managed not only to
integrate and acculturate the newcomers but also to make some

headway in its effort to establish an American Standard of Living
in Packingtown. Since the sources of the community's poverty lay
in the organization of the meat-packing industry itself—the sea¬
sonal nature of the work year, the irregular hours of the workday,
low wages, the unregulated fluctuations in the common labor
market, and the injuries and exhaustion produced by intense
speed—the attainment of this higher standard of living depended
directly on the ability of the workers to impose some order on the
work process through organization at the point of production. The
living standards of Packingtown's families depended on the ef-
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forts of the workers themselves to "rationalize" packinghouse
work.
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5
Work Rationalization and the Struggle

for Control, 1900-1904

The sense of class solidarity began to appear. It extended across
all lines of race and nationality and sex. ... So the strike was on.
With a unanimity and solidarity that surprised even the workers
themselves, the slaves of the slaughter pens laid down their work.

Algie Simons, Chicago Socialist,
August 6, 1904

Management's crucial role in the transformation of packinghouse
work is clear. In their drive for productivity, the packers took the
initiative by subdividing the butcher's craft, cultivating a new,
more specialized type of skill, mechanizing some tasks, and gen¬
erally expanding their control over the production process.' But
what role did the butcher workmen and -women play in all of this
rationalization.^

Recently several scholars have considered this issue of control
and the part labor played in the evolution of mass-production
work. These studies have focused primarily on the early introduc¬
tion of new technology and management reforms, on craftsmen's
defense of their own prerogatives, and on their resistance to skill
dilution.^ Yet the transformation of factory work was an ongoing
process which continued after the introduction of early assembly-
line methods, and workers' own ideas and behavior remained an

integral part of work rationalization. The story of how this oc¬
curred in meat packing is fascinating because here shop-floor or-
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ganization and conflict emerged during the early twentieth cen¬
tury after the battle to maintain craft traditions and control had
clearly been lost. Skilled butchers, machine tenders, and common
laborers all joined together to develop new strategies and forms of
organization in the struggle for control.^ Their motivation for all
of this is not difficult to understand if we view the new system of
production from the shop floor.

The same work situation which represented such a high degree
of rationalization from the packers' perspective brought chaos to
the lives of their employees. Not only was their work year rent by
a long slack season, but they could not depend on anything like
regular hours during the rest of the year. From day to day, their
livelihood depended on the number of cattle coming through the
gates of the Union Stockyards. Though the killing day started as
late as ten or eleven in the morning, they had to be standing be¬
fore the gates by seven; otherwise, they lost their chance for
work. Even the skilled had to expect to work fourteen hours at a

grueling pace one day and go without work the next. If a machine
or the overhead conveyor broke, the worker lost the repair time.
With management in control of the production process and the la¬
bor market, the lives of the packinghouse workers and their fami¬
lies were shaped in large part by exigencies of the markets for
livestock and dressed meats. The process and practice of unioni¬
zation was aimed at the heart of this management control. The
ways in which early mass-production workers went about their
own process of work rationalization reflected earlier strategies but
also foreshadowed those which would be employed by industrial
unionists in later years.

WORKERS' RATIONALIZATION

Most changes in the character of work arose, not from formal
negotiations, but rather from a decentralized, informal bargaining
process in the plants. The keys to this system were unofficial
shop-floor organizations called house committees. Since union lo¬
cals were based on trades, each one established a house commit¬
tee in the city's various plants. Committees consisted of three
production workers elected semiannually, and care was taken to
represent a variety of jobs and skill levels in each department.
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Committee members were frequently reelected, a fact that may
suggest that rank-and-file workers had a great deal of confidence
in them.^ The official purpose of the committees was to hear
grievances from management as well as from the workers and to
try to settle them at the workplace. In practice, committees inter¬
preted the term "grievance" very broadly, and it was through the
committees that workers temporarily shifted the balance of power
in the packinghouses and began to reshape their work environ¬
ments.

The range of workers' demands is impressive. Committees in
various departments pressed successfully for regular hours, restric¬
tion of output, higher wages, layoff and recall by seniority, and
increases in the size of work groups. They also fought and some¬
times reversed disciplinary measures. Most rationalization initia¬
tives originated with workers' discussing problems at union meet¬
ings and formulating resolutions aimed at solving them. Often
ideas trickled down from those groups, particularly the cattle
butchers, who had organized earlier and had stronger shop-floor
organizations. Resolutions were voted on by the local membership
as a whole at well-attended meetings, and this high degree of
democracy explains the broad base of support for the house com¬
mittees. They were simply delivering to management the
demands of the rank and file in the various plants.

One of the first problems to which many house committees
turned was regularization of employment and control of the casual
labor market. Most committees established regular work hours
and an overtime differential designed to discourage foremen from
keeping workers after the regular quitting time. It is clear from lo¬
cal reports and the way the rule was enforced that the object was
to abolish overtime rather than to increase earnings. The shift to a
regular workday came first among the cattle butchers, who often
initiated such campaigns. Before unionization it was common for
butchers to work from 7:00 A.M. to 10:00 P.M. one day, 11:00
A.M. to 9:30 P.M. the next, and perhaps not at all on the third
day. By the summer of 1902, a guaranteed ten-hour day was in ef¬
fect. If a foreman wanted his gang to work overtime, he had to
guarantee a full day's work for the following day. The mie pro¬
vided regular work hours and reduced the length of the workday.^
The new system spread through the plants. E. G. Purcell, an



Work Rationalization and the Strugglefér Control 157

officer of Beef Boners' Local 135, explained how the system
worked in his shop: "Our working hours before we organized
were from three, four, five, and six o'clock in the A.M. to all hours
in the evening. We have since adopted resolutions regulating our
hours of labor, also specifying that work done before 7 o'clock
A.M. and after 5:30 o'clock P.M. be considered overtime to be

paid at the rate of time and a half, and it has been the means of
doing away with a great deal of unnecessary overtime."''

The committees also tried to regularize the workyear and stabi¬
lize employment. All workers lost under the packers' normal prac¬
tice of simply discharging about one-third of the labor force dur¬
ing the slack season and spreading the remainder over the entire
job structure. The skilled were forced to perform low-paying and
disagreeable tasks in order to remain employed, while many of
the common laborers were simply thrown out of work. In both in¬
stances the fate of the more skilled workers was linked to that of
the common laborers. The unemployed represented a threat to
the butchers, who watched with trepidation as the crowd outside
the stockyards gates and employment offices grew during the
slack season. The union argued that wages were determined more

by those at the gate than by those on the floor; the more unem¬

ployed, the greater the downward pressure on wages. ^
The committees demanded that all workers in a department be

retained during slack season, even if this meant part-time work
for the gang. Although this demand had some success in the kill¬
ing gangs, which included a large number of casual laborers, em¬

ployment had certainly not been regularized in all departments by
1904. But even if the union had not reached its goal of a stable,
unionized labor force and regular employment by this point, its
strength represented a threat to the whole system of casual labor,
which the industry's seasonality and volatile cattle market seemed
to dictate.®

The shop-floor organizations also enforced seniority systems in
the departments where they were strongest. The system in cattle
killing amounted to promotion on the basis of time on the job. In
hog killing, where seasonal layoffs remained a problem even with
the union, workers enforced the last-hired-first-fired concept. As
the volume of work picked up once again, they insisted that those
who had been with the house longest should be hired first. This
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erosion of the foreman's control over employment represented not
only an affront to his authority but also the loss of a lucrative
source of supplementary income. In the past, workers had paid
for the chance to work as well as for promotions. The foremen
bitterly resented this infringement on their prerogatives, but the
practice continued to spread.^

Certainly the most controversial strategy to regularize work was
restriction of output, and this was the one which irritated the
packers most. First in the cattle- and sheep-killing gangs and
eventually in most other departments, house committees drew up
what workers felt were fair scales of work and wages and pre¬
sented them to the plant superintendents. The effect of the slow¬
down on the killing beds was felt throughout the plants, and
management sources complained that output had been cut by 30
to 50 percent. Although this figure is probably an exaggeration,
there is little doubt that union control over the pace of work hurt
the packers. John R. Commons estimated in 1904 that the cut in
production ranged from 16 to 25 percent, depending on the
plant. But more important than any immediate financial cost,
especially since this was probably passed on to the consumer, was
the demonstration of collective strength that the tactic repre¬
sented. Now the packers' own division of labor was turned against
them. Workers at strategic points in the flow of production were
given scales of work which were disproportionately low, necessi¬
tating the employment of more people throughout the line. Floor-
men, for example, who had the delicate task of separating the
hide from the carcass, handled only fifteen head per hour, while
splitters handled twenty-five. A foreman had the option of either
hiring two floormen for every splitter or allowing his one splitter
to kill time while the floorman caught up."

This restriction aimed not only to slow down the pace of work
but also to dry up the labor pool. A member of the Beef Luggers'
local explained how the process had improved conditions in his
department: "We used to load 60 to 70 cars of beef with 5 or 6
men, and this was certainly slavery, as anyone who understands
the work will admit. This was the first thing we changed, and
now we load 60 cars a day with 8 men, thereby putting more car¬
riers to work; and where we had only 37 carriers before we orga-
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nized, we now have 53, and they do no more loading than the 37
used to do."'^

The restriction was very important to skilled workers, but it of¬
fered something to the casual laborer as well. In addition to slow¬
ing the speed of work, which had reached a deadly pace by the
time of unionization, it also produced more jobs. One indication
of the effectiveness of the restriction was the demise of the

pacesetters—those well-paid workers placed at strategic spots in
the production line who drove others around them to keep up the
pace. By vigorously enforcing their scales, the house committees
became the new pacesetters.'^

How did the house committees acquire so much control.^ The
adjustments they made in working hours, wages, advancement,
and employment were bound to receive widespread support
among workers; but how were they won, and how were they en¬
forced.^ Aided by relative prosperity and high employment be¬
tween 1901 and 1904, much of the workers' success was a result
of their readiness to engage in short, unofficial strikes around
specific issues. These were control strikes, used as levers in the
stmggle with management to change aspects of the production
system. A few examples, drawn from various departments, sug¬
gest how they were used to increase workers' power at the point
of production.

Strikes sometimes were used to enforce new wage scales.
Shortly after organizing, pork casing workers devised a wage scale
which amounted to a twenty-five-cent-per-day increase and sub¬
mitted it to management. When the raise was not immediately
forthcoming, a one-day strike brought the concession.

Once the process of unionization was well advanced in a depart¬
ment, a strike or the threat of one could also be used to establish
a de facto closed shop. By 1903, numerous locals, including those
of unskilled workers in a number of by-product departments,
were reporting that they allowed only union men and women to
work with them. A system of color-coded monthly dues buttons
clearly indicated those who were fully paid-up members and those
who were not. A confrontation in the wool-working department
suggests an early racial conflict as well as the pervasiveness of this
closed shop drive: "One of the large packers during the slack sea-
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son of 1902 started to discriminate by discharging union men or

laying them off and putting colored men in their places, who were
not union men, and as the union men were idle we refused to let
these men work until our men were reinstated, which the firm re¬

fused to do. We went on strike and remained out for one week to

uphold the principle, and won out."'^
Strikes were also used to enforce traditional work rules regard¬

ing size of work gangs, for example, or to establish new ones. The
regularization of the workyear and the workday described above
were also introduced into cattle gangs under threat of a strike.

Typically, these unofficial strikes were spontaneous and limited
to one department. There was always the possibility, however,
that a strike which started in this manner would spread, with
workers in other departments or even other houses coming out in
sympathy or seizing the opportunity to redress their own griev¬
ances. Such a strike occurred in early 1903 when a Swift foreman
laid off part of a beef-killing gang in spite of an earlier verbal
agreement to keep the whole gang. Killing in every Swift plant in
the country stopped at 9:30 the next morning. The Amalga-
mated's president was called in immediately to accept the
company's concession. "Chicago," the National Provisioner com¬
plained at the end of 1903, "is always in the face of strikes ... in
a state of siege all the time."'^

During the two years between the summer of 1900 and the
summer of 1902, the union tabulated only five strikes and
lockouts. At the union's 1902 convention, delegates passed a reso¬
lution authorizing local unions to dispense strike benefits to
members involved in small-scale, spontaneous strikes when quick
action was needed. In the following year unionization spread
through the Chicago plants and in other stockyard centers, and
the strength of shop-floor organization grew. Between May 1903
and May 1904, the union counted a total of thirty-six strikes.
Unofficial strikes were also increasing in frequency by the spring
of 1904. Part of the explanation for the spread of this system is
contained in the strike figures themselves, as well as in local un¬
ion reports. Of those which had been brought to some sort of con¬
clusion by May 1904, the workers had won nineteen and the em¬

ployers five.
Clearly, the strikes were successful. The figures for both
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periods are certainly underestimates, with many short strikes go¬
ing unreported. But even these rough estimates tell us something
about the nature of the strike in packinghouse work during these
years. The figures, together with local union reports detailing the
causes of conflict, suggest that strikes were used in lieu of what
we now recognize as the "normal" procedure of collective bar¬
gaining and negotiation. Conditions were changed in the pack¬
inghouses through unilateral action on the part of workers. Issues
were discussed; resolutions were passed and presented to the su¬

perintendent by the house committee. The superintendent's only
choices were to accept the demand or to face a strike.

To appreciate the significance of this decentralized workers' ra¬
tionalization process from management's view, we need only put
ourselves in the place of the superintendent at one of the largest
plants, who had to deal with over one hundred of these house
committees.'^ Now it was the packers who saw chaos in the ever-

changing work environment. They complained that union officials
could not follow through on agreements, since the house commit¬
tees could always disregard them and call a strike. So long as the
bargaining procedure remained decentralized, with the house
committees responsible for establishing minimum wages and con¬
ditions and restricting output, the trend toward higher wages,
lower productivity, and greater worker initiative continued. In
this sense, a national contract signed by the packers in 1903
brought some degree of stability to labor relations in the industry.
But the agreement covered only skilled butchers, and even
among them, grievances remained. As long as conditions were
fluid, i.e., not written into a contract, the committees were free to

implement any decision which they had the power to enforce.
Both the union officials and the packers may have desired an
agreement which would provide greater stability, but pressure for
change continued to emerge from below. The chronic struggle on
the shop floor propelled the two parties in opposite directions and
led ultimately to a bitter strike in 1904.

THE LIMITS OF CORPORATE LIBERALISM

Conflicts over control in the workplace and their results in the
1904 strike have direct implications for the view that a significant
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shift in the nature of class relations took place during the early
twentieth century. Several historians have argued that business
and labor leaders reached an ideological consensus that embodied
a new attitude toward labor relations in these years. The more en¬

lightened employers, usually representing the largest corporate
oligopolies, accepted the fact that some form of workers'
representation was both inevitable and desirable. Their goal was
to foster the development of more responsible labor leaders who
were willing to talk out problems rather than resort to strikes.
Many trade union officials, the argument contends, agreed that
the strike should be scrapped in favor of a system of collective
bargaining and arbitration which would place them at the center
of the emerging corporate order. The organizational manifestation
of this new, more rational form of class relations was the National
Civic Federation (NCF) and particularly its industrial depart¬
ment, which included representatives from capital and labor.
Thus, historians of corporate liberalism argue, American workers
were integrated, ideologically and structurally, into the political
economy of monopoly capital in its earliest stages.^"

On the surface, this analysis seems to describe the situation in
meat packing admirably. The major packing companies supported
the NCF and its program. Indeed, the packers were just the sort
of large-scale, highly rationalized firms which have been described
as the mainstays of the new corporate liberal movement. J. Ogden
Armour and Louis F. Swift, representing the second generation of
leadership in the industry's two largest corporations, were both
prominent NCF members. And these giant corporations clearly
set the tone for industrial relations in packing.^'

While Amalgamated officials did not see themselves as cor¬

porate liberals, their view of labor relations resembled that of the
NCF. Homer Call, the union's treasurer and the editor of its jour¬
nal, was a great admirer of the Federation's "calm, cool-headed
businesslike approach" to industrial relations and a foe of what he
called "hasty strikes." Call believed that the packers had ac¬
cepted the Amalgamated as a "business institution in every sense
that the word implies." Noting a series of wage increases and
other improvements, he argued that these concessions were won
through responsibility and conservatism, not strikes.

Call suggested how to ensure continued good relations. Work-
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ers should avoid all hasty action; a longstanding grievance could
wait a little longer rather than imperil the organization as a whole.
When parts of an agreement worked against the interests of union
members, their duty was clear. They must wait until the expira¬
tion of the contract and then try to renegotiate the trouble areas.
The packers, Call concluded, were businessmen and could be re¬

lied upon to act honorably."
Michael Donnelly, the Amalgamated's president, devoted con¬

siderable time to traveling around the various packing centers set¬
tling unofficial strikes. A veteran packinghouse worker, Donnelly
was clearly more tolerant of these initiatives than was Call, a meat

cutter, but Donnelly, too, in trying to negotiate a national con¬
tract with the packers, worried about the union's image and the
trouble such strikes caused."

Yet pronouncements of the Amalgamated's leadership about
the conservative nature of their organization and their desire to
run the union on "sound business principles" stood in stark con¬
trast to what was happening on the killing floors and in the pack¬
ing rooms of the industry. Here, butcher workmen and -women
carried on a continual conflict with management over the issue of
control.

Throughout the period 1902-^ negotiations and bargaining took
place in two fairly distinct but related arenas—at the plant level,
between house committees and superintendents, and at the na¬
tional level, between corporate and union executives. Both
spheres of activity were important. Where shop-floor organization
was strongest, as among sheep and cattle butchers for example,
major changes could be accomplished through plant-level bargain¬
ing. In addition, such shop-floor strength could be translated into
pressure for a national contract. National contracts were won for
both these groups in October 1903. Pay scales, setting standard
rates for various "trades," and work scales, which formalized re¬
striction of output, were incorporated into both contracts. The ex¬
tension of such standards to all union members, however, though
essential, was quite difficult to achieve, particularly in those
departments with few skilled workers. That the union's move for
national standards came in the spring of 1904, in the midst of a
trade depression and heavy unemployment, made the venture
even more perilous. While national officials tried to stem the tide
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of local initiatives and strikes, delegates arrived at the union's
1904 Cincinnati convention ready to move. Representatives from
each of the various trades met and developed industry-wide stan¬
dards. These were adopted, over official opposition, as the basis
for contract bargaining.

Perhaps the most vital standard of all was a fixed rate of twenty
cents per hour for common labor throughout the industry. This
was a particularly ambitious demand and yet one which packing¬
house workers believed was essential to their employment se¬

curity and the stability of the union itself. Whatever its formal
philosophy, the union as an organization had to assert some de¬
gree of control over this part of the labor market. "The union had
to organize the casuals at the gates," economist Carleton Parker
wrote, "or give up." The Amalgamated tried to do this by writing
a minimum common labor rate into their contract proposals,
thereby placing the wages of the industry's least skilled workers
beyond the play of market forces. The decision to press for this
demand during the 1904 depression may have been a mistake,
but delegates seemed to feel there was little choice. Without as¬
serting this kind of control over the price of common labor, the
union was living on borrowed time. The packers were prepared
from the outset to sign an agreement covering the skilled workers,
but the maintenance of a large, tractable pool of unskilled labor
was crucial from their perspective. Common labor wages, Edward
Tilden of Libby, McNeill and Libby later explained, "naturally
are regulated by supply and demand and ought not be regulated,
arbitrarily, by a joint agreement." Both sides recognized the im¬
portance of the demand, and the result of its refusal by the pack¬
ers was a bitter strike.

By integrating the common labor rate into its industry-wide
wage scale and setting an absolute minimum, the union served
notice of its intention to exert some control over the casual labor
market in the yards. Most striking was the fact that the more
skilled, old-immigrant men, recognizing the importance of this
control, were prepared to risk their own standards in order to en¬
force the demand. As John R. Commons later wrote, "Perhaps
the fact of greatest social significance is that the strike of 1904 was
not merely a strike of skilled labor for the unskilled, but was a
strike of Americanized Irish, Germans, and Bohemians in behalf
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of Slovaks, Poles, Lithuanians, and negroes." When a referen¬
dum of local unions rejected a compromise offer of sixteen and a

half cents, Donnelly ordered his members to prepare for a general
strike. The packers changed their minds at the last minute and
agreed to arbitration, but the momentum had carried too far. The
strike was on.^^

While the common labor rate was crucial in the 1904 strike, the
packers were also animated by a more general irritation with the
daily problems of having to deal with union organization in their
plants. During the strike, a spokesman for the packers explained
the forces behind their decision to resist the union. By 1904 it had
come down to a question of who was running the packinghouses,
management or the house committees.

The domination of the packing plants by the union gradually had
become unbearable. The proprietor of an establishment had forty
stewards to deal with and nothing that failed to suit them could be
done . . . the packer could not run his own plant. It was run by the
stewards. Discipline grew lax and the men did not attend to their
work as they should have done. ... As sure as either employer or
worker gets control of an industry like meat packing a conflict such
as that (which is] now on seems inevitable. The side having the
power abuses it and domineers over the other.

Whether or not its policies were domineering, it is clear that
from 1901 to 1904 the union, operating through the house com¬
mittees, was the "side having the power." When the union
sought to extend its control still further by winning a minimum
wage for all common laborers, the packers decided to make their
stand. Encouraged by mounting unemployment in the city and a
unity of purpose, they dug in for what proved to be a long, bitter
strike which they perceived as a just struggle to maintain control
over their industry.

THE 1904 STRIKE

Throughout the late nineteenth century packinghouse strikes had
been characterized by two related forms of protest—disciplined
walkouts, usually by the skilled butchers, and large-scale crowd
actions which drew in many of the laborers beyond the reach of
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the craft unions. An example of the latter form of protest, the
1894 conflict had in fact developed more as a riot than as a strike.
With the advent of the 1904 struggle, Chicagoans feared another
round of massive violence and destruction of property. As the
hour of the strike approached, many Packingtown residents grew
apprehensive. They remembered the rampaging crowds and the
burning boxcars; the fusillade at the corner of Forty-seventh
Street and Ashland Avenue; and the militia tents and cannon at

"Whiskey Point.
What happened instead was a well-organized, disciplined, and

relatively peaceful struggle. Precisely at noon on July 12, twenty-
eight thousand packinghouse workers finished the killing which
they had in hand, wrapped up their tools, cleaned their work¬
places, and marched out of the plants. Thousands of others in
packing centers throughout the country joined them. Even the
packers were impressed by the spectacle and the high degree of
organization and planning involved.^" Like the 1894 strike, this
one was as much a demonstration of discontent as a test of

strength over specific issues, but the widespread rioting of 1894
was replaced by giant parades and rallies planned and directed by
the union and the Socialist Party.

The behavior and mentality of thousands of individuals is more

complicated, of course, than a simple distinction between
"modern" and "premodern" protest will allow.Indeed, one
might have expected Packingtown's 1904 protest to be every bit
as "traditional" and violent as that which had taken place in 1894,
because the social composition of the community had been
transformed since then by a massive influx of eastern European
peasants. But the transformation of the packinghouse workers'
protest from spontaneous and often riotous to more organized
behavior under the direction of a national union is consistent with
the general evolution of strike activity across the nation during the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The nineteenth-
century pattern reemerged sporadically during the 1904 strike,
with large crowds attacking scabs, but it is the discipline and or¬
ganization exhibited by large numbers of "premodern" people—
the recently arrived Slavic immigrants—which is most striking. If
the shop-floor struggles may be seen as part of a search for new
strategies to rationalize working conditions within the plants, then
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workers' behavior during the strike may be seen as an attempt to
adopt new forms of mass action to defend and advance their con¬
trol over the work process and labor market.

The contrast between the 1894 and 1904 strikes is explained in
part by the character of the union itself and its strategy. For the
first time, skilled and unskilled—virtually all of the production
workers in the yards—^were organized together across racial and
ethnic lines. Unlike the Knights, the Amalgamated consciously
mixed workers from various skill levels and social backgrounds in
the same local unions. The organizers had carefully integrated the
new generation of Slavic immigrants into the unions and, in the
process, won the support of various organizations and leaders in
the neighborhoods around the yards.

Another major factor affecting the character of the 1904 strike
was the general context of industrial relations in Chicago during
these years. From the workers' perspective, their close relation¬
ship with the powerful Chicago Federation of Labor provided in¬
valuable financial, strategic, and moral support. But this very

strength and militancy was perceived as an affront by the packers
and other Chicago employers. For them the packinghouse conflict
was the focus of a more general struggle against "tyrannical" labor
unions. This broader context helps to explain the bitterness of
the strike and the determination displayed on both sides.

Notwithstanding the strike's auspicious beginning, the long-
range prospects for a union victory were not bright. Because of
high unemployment, the packers were able to recruit strikebreak¬
ers from outside the city for the unskilled work, while they filled
the skilled jobs with a combination of salaried employees and a
small number of nonunion butchers from smaller packing centers.
Because the strike originated in a struggle between the packers
and the Amalgamated, the mechanical and maintenance unions of
the Allied Trades Council honored their own contracts and
remained at work. Production levels certainly fell, however, and
both parties may have been looking for a way out when events
took a new course.

On July 20 officials of the Allied Trades Council warned that
the strike might spread to their own members unless resolved
soon; they demanded a conference. The resulting agreement of¬
fered no improvement in conditions, but it did provide for a
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guarantee against discrimination in the reemployment of union
members. Union officials reluctantly agreed, and the strike ended
on July 21.^ The agreement began to unravel, however, as soon
as butcher workmen and -women gathered at the plants on the
morning of July 22. Foremen and superintendents, encouraged
apparently by what they took to be a sign of union weakness,
adopted a belligerent attitude and discriminated against union
members. At Armour, the superintendent told the crowd of strik¬
ers, "You went out like cattle; we'll take you back in the same

way." Ernest Poole described the scene at another plant: "On
Friday morning the great mass of men and women, most of them
Poles, Lithuanians, and Slovaks, poured into the Yards. Foreman
Penson came out to a large crowd of men and women at the door,
and speaking to them there, he used the vilest epithet that can be
applied to a woman. The effect on the crowd was instantaneous.
The report spread, was translated in language after lan¬
guage. . . . Outraged workers besieged their union halls,
demanding some response. With tremendous pressure being gen¬
erated from below, Donnelly saw little option but to declare the
strike on again.

The Union

The union maintained strict discipline throughout the strike. Signs
printed in six languages, plastered to walls and trees throughout the
neighborhood, exhorted workers to remain peaceful and warned
that the union would not support members engaged in violence.

We can win, if we stand by the union, if we obey the union's
rules to molest no person or property and abide strictly by the laws
of the country. All men on strike should retire to their homes and
attend their various union meetings for all information. If you fol¬
low the above instructions, you will be of great assistance in help¬
ing to win this strike. Your organization will not assist you if you
get into unlawful trouble.

When fighting did occur between strikebreakers and union
members, union officials were frequently called in by police to
quell the disturbance.

Daily union meetings not only maintained solidarity in the face
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of a long strike, but also minimized crowd activity. Packingtown's
streets emptied at the beginning of the strike as thousands of
workers sat in mass meetings of the twenty-six local unions in the
yards. Beyond these regular meetings, the union used several
other measures to maintain discipline and solidarity. Relief sta¬
tions which dispensed meat, vegetables, bread, and other items
were established at various points throughout the neighborhood.
On July 13, 655 families were served. The Amalgamated dis¬
pensed seven thousand pounds of meat at one station, six
thousand pounds at another, and eventually ran out of food. In
order to maintain the greatest possible hold on its membership,
the union made relief services and admission to meetings condi¬
tional upon possession of a new union card which was punched
daily at the worker's union hall.^^

The Amalgamated's most dramatic effort to demonstrate its
members' solidarity was a giant parade held on August 7, after
most of the workers had been on strike for nearly a month. There
had been spontaneous parades in 1894, but this time the marchers
were in close formation behind an American flag. An estimated
twenty thousand men, women, and children lined up in Ashland
Avenue for ten blocks between Forty-fifth and Fifty-fifth streets,
with the leaders of the Chicago Federation of Labor and the
Packing Trades Council at the front. Behind the leaders marched
the skilled auxiliary trades—steamfitters, carpenters, and oth¬
ers—who had now come out in sympathy with the Amalgamated.
The butcher workmen themselves were organized into three divi¬
sions and followed by a contingent of four hundred neighborhood
children, the little girls dressed in white and carrying white
banners. Three thousand women workers marched at the rear

with flags and banners, and both marchers and onlookers who
lined the parade route chanted, "We will win!" The line of march
was accompanied by several bands and ended at Oswald's Grove,
just south of the yards, where a picnic and meat-dressing contests
were held. In spite of the taunts from scabs on the roofs of the
packing plants, the march was exceptionally well ordered. Even
the Chicago Tribune, always on the alert for labor violence, could
not find any disturbances.^®

The Amalgamated's leaders appealed for public support by
identifying the union with the effort to bring Packingtown up to
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an "American standard of living" and to minimize its threat to the
city as a whole. Chicago, they argued, could not afford the social
overhead which the casual labor system in the yards entailed. Nor
could it afford a return to the days of rampant disease and high in¬
fant mortality, with thousands of its people on charity and its
streets filled with crime. This, according to the Amalgamated,
was what the conflict was all about. "Are the profits of the trust to
be the one supreme consideration.^" the Amalgamated's official
journal asked. ". . . We submit that it is not right. We have built
their industry and we demand to be treated like fellow workers—
not mere items of expense. ... If these 40,000 unskilled workers
are reduced to $5.50 per week, what effect will it have on the
community.^" The editorial described the filth, disease, over¬
crowding, high mortality, and poverty in the community as it ex¬
isted on the current $6.50 per week and suggested that these con¬
ditions would worsen if the packers prevailed.Other editorials
painted the packers as the enemy of the entire community, men¬
tioning high meat prices, pollution of air and water, and the theft
of millions of gallons of water by means of pipes connected il¬
legally to the city's supply.

Such appeals were part of a union strategy to maximize public
support for the strikers. Organization, union leaders argued, meant
not only a decent standard of living for the people of Packingtown
but also a solution to some of the social problems that had grown up
along with the industry. More than one middle-class observer
noted that it might indeed be safer to have an organized union
which negotiated contracts, agreed to arbitration, and tried to
discourage violence than the spontaneous and destructive rioting
that the community had known in the past. The union, it seemed,
offered something to Hyde Park as well as to Packingtown.

With its large constituency of unskilled immigrants, the Amal¬
gamated had to wage the 1904 strike differently than a typical
AFL craft union might have done. Living standards in the com¬
munity were so low that a long strike raised the specter of bitter
suffering and starvation. More than most unions in the city, the
butchers were dependent on the labor movement at large, and
with its financial support they launched an elaborate relief pro¬
gram. Along with the problem of physical privation came the
danger of despair, and to counter this the union organized pa-
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rades, picnics, rallies, and frequent meetings to sustain a high
level of morale and solidarity. Although small numbers of skilled
workers were beginning to drift back to the plants by the end of
the strike, the workers' spirits seem never to have broken.

The Community

Notwithstanding the union's efforts to keep a tight rein on the
strikers, however, a certain amount of crowd activity was almost
inevitable, for two reasons. The union's leadership was not blind
to the importance of aggressive picketing in an industry so depen¬
dent on unskilled labor. Having to conduct the strike during a

depression in Chicago, temporary home for thousands of transient
unemployed, could only have underscored the point. But crowd
violence was also a product to some extent of the ecology of Pack-
ingtown as a neighborhood. The yards were the natural focal
point of the community—physically, of course, but also economi¬
cally and socially. The most important institutions in the com¬
munity, aside from its churches, were the saloons. These, to¬
gether with a few stores, constituted the community's only com¬
mercial areas, concentrated on either side of the yards, along Ash¬
land Avenue and Halsted Street near the main gates. It was there¬
fore difficult for scabs to enter or leave the yards without being
the center of attention, and many of the crowds which attacked
strikebreakers emerged from saloons, especially along Halsted,
which bordered the old Irish neighborhood of Bridgeport. Finally,
those residential blocks closest to the yards were the most densely
populated in the neighborhood. Here, a great deal of normal com¬
munity activity occurred in the streets.

Disturbances were concentrated heavily along Halsted Street.
Of eighteen documented crowd actions, fifteen occurred on the
east side of the yards, closest to Bridgeport. Although the crowds
were ethnically mixed and included Slavic workers, a dispropor¬
tionate number of those involved were Irish. Part of the explana¬
tion for this concentration undoubtedly had to do with the posi¬
tion of the main gate at Thirty-ninth and Halsted streets, directly
across from the old Irish neighborhood. There were other en¬
trances, however, along Ashland Avenue, on the west side, and
there were fewer attacks in that area. Bridgeport had already
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established its reputation for militancy and solidarity, and it pro¬
vided many of the professional and amateur "labor sluggers" dur¬
ing strikes.

The strikebreakers, the objects of all these attacks, deserve
some attention as well. William Tuttle, for example, has argued
that the role of black strikebreakers in the 1904 conflict contrib¬
uted to the image of blacks as a "scab race" and more generally to
racial hostility within the Chicago working-class community.'"
This problem is an extremely important one in understanding the
subsequent development of workers' consciousness and race rela¬
tions in the city. It is difficult to draw firm conclusions on the
basis of crowd behavior, however, and observations must remain
speculative.

There were certainly violent attacks on black strikebreakers,
some of whom defended themselves with arms. Black workers
who attempted to commute from their homes in the Black Belt
about one mile east of the yards were especially vulnerable, and
they were frequently attacked while trying to board streetcars.
In one of the most serious of such incidents, a group of
strikebreakers guarded by a small detachment of police was at¬
tacked by a crowd of five thousand. One streetcar after another
passed the group without stopping. Teamsters backed their
wagons onto the tracks to ensure that the cars could not move
even if they did stop for the blacks, and the word was passed
north along Halsted all the way to Twelfth Street (a distance of
about four miles). Those blacks who made it that far were pur¬
sued by strike sympathizers as they disembarked and headed for
the black neighborhood. In at least one other case an effigy was
lynched, bearing the epithet "nigger scab."'^^

Yet these attacks on blacks blend in with a general pattern of
intimidation of strikebreakers. Any person who decided to work
during the strike did so in the face of overwhelming community
hostility. Pressure was exerted in a number of ways. A scab was
apt not only to be shunned, but also hooted at and physically
abused in the street. Ritualized lynching was a common means of
showing contempt for those who acted against the interests of the
community. Bessie Undreshek claimed that she had been forced
to remain at work when she returned to the canning room to get
her personal belongings. She was greeted by neighborhood wo-
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men with cries of "traitor," and an effigy bearing the caption,
"Bessie, the traitor," was hung from a post before her home.
Another ritualized lynching took place near the home of Michael
Flynn at Thirty-seventh Street and Emerald Avenue, in the heart
of the Irish neighborhood. This effigy bore the title "Flynn, the
traitor sausage maker." The tactic was so common that Mary
McDowell walked the streets asking that the effigies be taken
down for the sake of the neighborhood's reputation.'^

While many crowds were made up of men emerging from
saloons along Ashland and Halsted, the community at large took a
hand in the action. Photos of crowds show many women and chil¬
dren. In fact, one pattern in the crowd's behavior was the ten¬

dency for different segments of the community to take responsi¬
bility for punishing "their own." Joseph Patritza, for example, a
Lithuanian sausagemaker who had quit the union and returned to

work, was attacked by a group of fifteen men in the Lithuanian
neighborhood at Forty-fifth and Paulina. But Josephine Romisky,
aged sixteen, who had returned to work at Armour's, was chased
by a crowd of one thousand girls and boys who threw mud and
stones and shouted epithets. Four young women strikebreakers
were set upon by a large group of their peers who pulled their hair
and taunted them.'*^ Apparently, each of the various groups in¬
volved focused its rage on its own peers.

But the vast majority of strikebreakers came from outside Pack-
ingtown, many having traveled from other cities. The few skilled
men came from as far away as Cleveland, and even many of the
common laborers were brought into the yards by train. In at least
one case, a large group of immigrants was brought to the Union
Stockyards directly from Ellis Island. The pay was $2.15 per day
plus food and lodging, considerably more than the normal com¬
mon labor rate.'*^ Contemporary accounts tended to focus on the
introduction of blacks, but as a group the scabs were quite mixed
ethnically, the largest groups being Italian, Greek, and black.

The labor movement promulgated an image of wild depravity
within the strikebreakers' living quarters and suggested that their
ranks were riddled with criminals and prostitutes.'*® But descrip¬
tions of the strikebreakers as an undifferentiated mass of criminals
are probably misleading. While the union worked to retain the
loyalty of the strikers, the packers were having their own dif-
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ficulties with the new workers. One serious problem was turn¬
over. On August 4 the packers managed to put another 432 scabs
to work, but this did not even replace a total of 545 who had re¬

cently left. A week earlier 100 blacks had marched in a body to an
employment agency and shipped out for railroad work in the
West. Two days later another group of 300 organized a meeting,
elected a committee to negotiate with the union for safe conduct,
and then marched out of Packingtown amid the cheers of the
strikers. A group of 70 Italian laborers at Armour refused to work
when they learned of the strike. In another incident, 250 recruits
climbed onto a train in Cleveland. When the cars were opened at
Chicago, only 75 were left. The others had taken the free ride
and dropped off along the way. Of the 75 who completed the
journey, 50 quit immediately. Perhaps the cruelest blow of all to
the packers was a strikebreakers' strike at Hammond, Indiana,
which resulted in a large raise.

Resistance during the strike owed a great deal to the role
played by important community institutions. Among those with
influence, the churches were paramount, and they strongly sup¬
ported the strike. Father Max Kotechi, pastor of Packingtown's
largest Polish parish, SS. Peter and Paul, with one thousand fami¬
lies, preached restraint but urged his flock to support the strike.
He took one man to the union office personally to ensure his en¬
rollment. Another Polish pastor in the community was equally
supportive. Reverend Thomas Hayes of Saint Rose of Lima at
Forty-seventh Street and Ashland Avenue admired the degree of
perseverance and planning demonstrated by his people. "Person¬
ally, I do not believe in strikes," he said. "But I realize that the
men must keep together to maintain the principles of their
union." Father Hayes believed that much of the bitterness to¬
ward the packers was due to a widespread belief in their determi¬
nation to destroy the union. Another Irish priest simply believed
in "lending the arm of the Church to what we believe is a righte¬
ous cause. It is natural that our sympathy is with the men," Some
priests felt that it would be wrong for them to speak out publicly,
but they confided that their prayers were with the workers. Only
Father Thomas Bobal of SS. Cyril and Methodius, the Bohemian
church at Fiftieth and Paulina, spoke openly against the strike,
and there is no evidence that his efforts met with much success.



Packingtown's skyline, circa 1910-15, viewed from Ashland Avenue, looking east
across a vacant lot. Smoke belches from the stacks of a packing plant. (Courtesy of
the Chicago Historical Society, ICHi-01869)

Children scavenging on one of the city dumps "back of the yards," circa 1910.
(Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society, ICHi-18555)



Old-country mothers in babushkas on the streets of Packingtown, 1904. (Cour¬
tesy of the Chicago Historical Society, DN-960)

Young American working women in Packingtown during the 1904 strike.
(Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society, DN-984)



Children of Packingtown, 1904. (Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society,
DN-967)

Michael Donnelly, president of the
Amalgamated Meat Cutters and
Butcher Workmen of North America,
1897-1907, organizer of the Chicago
packinghouse workers, and leader of
the 1904 strike. (Courtesy of the Chi¬
cago Historical Society, ICHi-15016)



A giant parade near the corner of Forty-seventh Street and Ashland Avenue, in
the heart of Packingtown, during the 1904 strike. (Courtesy of the Chicago
Historical Society, DN-883)

One of several union relief stations that distributed food to strikers' families
during the 1904 conflict. (Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society, DN-933)



Policemen escort a racially mixed group of strikebreakers into the stockyards
during the 1904 strike. (Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society, l)N-kk4)

Black strikebreakers at work, Swift and Company, during the 1904 strike.
(Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society, DN-989)



A policeman holds back a crowd of children in the street near the stockyards
during the 1904 strike. One of the boys in the front row is wearing a union
button. (Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society, DN-940)

?

John Fitzpatrick, president of the Chicago Federation of Labor (1901 and
1906-46), addresses a large crowd of packinghouse workers in Davis Park,
across from the packing plants, during the World War I organizing drive.
(Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society, ICHi-10294)



Policemen drag a strike sympathizer down the steps of a wooden tenement
"back of the yards" during the 1921-22 strike. (Courtesy of the (>hicago His¬
torical Society, DN-73, 753)

Mounted policemen patrol the streets of Packingtown during the 1921-22
strike. (Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society, DN-73, 749)



The next generation: a young boy wearing a union button near the stockyards
in Packingtown, 1904. (Courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society, DN-1019)
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Packingtown's small businesspeople generally supported the
strike. The Businessmen's Stock Yards Aid Society, formed to
lend financial help, made an initial contribution of $1,250 and set

a goal of $100,000. In order to increase support for its canvass of
the neighborhood's businesses, the organization drafted a letter
explaining the issues involved in the strike. The Association of
Bohemian Businessmen similarly resolved "to appeal to everyone
who can contribute, no matter how little, because in many fami¬
lies misery, a cruel guest, is beginning to appear." The associa¬
tion reminded its constituents that the ranks of the strikers in¬
cluded a large number of their countrypeople. Presumablv, much
of this small business support was based on a genuine iden¬
tification with the workers' cause, but there were also practical
considerations involved. A boycott awaited any business breaking
the bond of solidarity. One saloonkeeper went so far as to appeal
for a trial before an impartial third party (Mary McDowell) in
order to clear his name of the crippling libel that he had served
scabs. Strikebreakers often could not cash their checks because

saloonkeepers, out of sympathy with the strikers or sheer self-
interest, refused even to speak to them.^'

The experience of workers accused of strike violence suggests
community support of another kind. At this point in the city's his¬
tory, prosecution for lesser offenses occurred at a local level, in
the precinct police court. Here, Justice Fitzgerald of the Stock
Yards Police Court strongly sympathized with the workers.
Fitzgerald dismissed twenty of twenty-three complaints brought
against strikers on one day, and twenty-one of twenty-four on
another. In all, he dismissed from 80 to 85 percent of the strike-
related cases brought him, while in most of the other cases he ei¬
ther granted continuances or remitted the fines of those who had
been sentenced. His record brought bitter protests from police
officials in charge of the strike detail at the yards, and eventually
all cases involving strike action were transferred to the Hyde Park
Police Court, where Justice Quinn tipped the scales of justice
back in the packers' favor with vigorous prosecutions. Now the
union protested, but with no results.

The families of Packingtown took measures of their own to
make it through the crisis. Some had seen it coming and were
prepared for the worst. Tribune reporters found the cellars of some
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Polish and Lithuanian families stocked with huge caches of
food." Some of those who were not so well prepared simply re¬
turned to the old country. The trek home was, of course, a well-
established tradition in the community by this time, but the pace

picked up considerably. During the first two weeks of the strike
150 people left. The steamship agent at the Stock Yards Bank did
a brisk business." For some, the struggle for life in "the Jungle"
was over; others probably went home until the trouble ended,
hoping to return to Chicago and its packinghouses. The cultural
and social life of the community also adjusted itself to the exigen¬
cies of the strike. The "Bride's Dance" and other Polish wedding
customs were transformed by some newlyweds into fund-raising
affairs. The money pinned to the bride's dress by those wishing
to dance was turned over to the union's strike fund. A similar
Lithuanian custom served the same function."

Packingtown's wives and mothers played an extremely impor¬
tant role in holding the strike together. When the packers
launched their own propaganda drive to counter the union's, they
aimed their leaflets at the community's women, asking wives to
encourage their men to return to work for the sake of their fami¬
lies. Yet halfway through August a settlement house worker still
saw no weakening among the women. "I have yet to find a
woman who will admit that the strike is lost," she said. "They
will be the last to give up." Many wives took jobs outside of the
home for the first time, some going out into the country to work
on farms." Above all others in the community, these women real¬
ized what was at stake.

The Labor Movement

The packinghouse strike was part of a great wave of industrial un¬
rest which hit Chicago in the summer of 1904. During the first
nine months of the year, the city experienced ninety-two strikes,
involving almost seventy-seven thousand workers. By the end of
July, there were more than a thousand policemen on strilie duty
throughout the city. Among those employers affected were Link
Belt Corporation, National Box, a bakery, three cigar factories,
dozens of cloak and machine shops, and the Illinois Steel
Works.All of the striking unions, along with the Amalgamated,
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were members of the Chicago Federation of Labor and depended
upon one another for support.

Of the support which the people of Packingtown derived from
their relationship with the broader Chicago labor movement, the
most direct came in the form of strikes. Sympathetic strikes were

enjoying a resurgence throughout the nation during 1904, and
Chicago was convulsed with such activity.'^'* When the strike start¬
ed up again on July 22, the beleaguered butchers were quickly
joined by thousands of other working men and women. 1 irst, on

July 24, ten thousand workers from the allied trades—carpenters,
painters, carworkers, electricians, and others—walked out. Only
the stationary firemen and engineers crossed the picket lines,
refusing to abrogate their own recent contracts with the packers.
This gap in the line of defense was crucial because it allowed the
packers to operate and maintain their refrigeration equipment. It
would have been practically impossible to run the industrv in the
middle of a Chicago summer without refrigeration. ^ et the defec¬
tion of the firemen and engineers should not obscure the soli¬
darity demonstrated by most maintenance and auxiliary trades¬
people.^^

The teamsters were the linchpins of the sympathetic strike
strategy in Chicago. They always seemed prepared to use their
own very considerable bargaining power—the ability to tie up
traffic along congested commercial streets—to help other groups
of workers.^ The packinghouse teamsters, drawn heavily from
the Bridgeport neighborhood just east of the yards, had been
waiting for an opportunity to walk out in sympathy with their
butcher neighbors. G. F. Golden, head of the teamsters' packing¬
house local, ignored his rank and file's call for a sympathetic walk¬
out, fearing that such an action would complicate his own negotia¬
tions with the packers. But his membership called a meeting
themselves and walked out in defiance of orders from the interna¬
tional union. The entrance of the teamsters distressed city author¬
ities as well as the packers. The companies announced that they
would not attempt to move meat with nonunion drivers, and
Mayor Carter Harrison feared that the relatively peaceful strike
would now become a "street strike." The term described labor
conflicts characterized by widespread rioting and "slugging" of
strikebreakers. Both the packinghouse teamsters' own 1902 strike
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and a recent walkout by streetcar men had been violent. The ris¬
ing of the teamsters, well-known for their aggressive "picketing,"
introduced the prospect of strike violence spreading throughout
the city as roving bands of teamsters stopped meat deliveries to
retail depots in various neighborhoods.^'

Dramatic strikes like those of the teamsters and allied trades
were only part of a general pattern of solidarity displayed
throughout the strike. Toward the end of July, Swift decided to
serve strikebreakers in the firm's dining hall, which had never be¬
fore served production workers. When waitresses saw to whom
they were to serve food, however, they walked out. The company
asked its stenographers to fill in, but fifty of them followed the
waitresses.The incident is suggestive of the widespread moral
support given the butcher workmen and -women by other groups
of workers in the city. Streetcar drivers often refused to stop for
strikebreakers at all. Teamsters used their wagons to block the
entrance of police vehicles into the neighborhood." Support dur¬
ing this strike probably surpassed that in others precisely because
it was against the "Meat Trust," which was hated nowhere more
than in its hometown.

The leadership of the Chicago Federation of Labor feared that
the entrance of the allied trades and teamsters would spread the
strike to others in these occupations whose work was not in any
way connected with the packinghouses. Then the struggle might
escalate into a general strike. Many of the eity's workers were, in
fact, already engaged in their own disputes. In the end, however,
most unions settled for contributing financial support, which was
crucial to sustaining the strike. Two weeks before it started, the
union had only $25,451.61 in its national treasury, about 50 cents
per member." The Chicago labor movement's response was im¬
pressive. The Federation pledged $4,700 per week, and many in¬
dividual unions, including some with quite conservative reputa¬
tions, subscribed amounts beyond this. The streetcar men, for ex¬
ample, who had just finished their own long and bitter strike,
pledged a dollar per member, and the painters voted a day's wage
for each member, a total of $12,000. The actors' union offered its
members' services for fund-raisers hosted by other unions and an¬
nounced its own plans for a "monster benefit.""

Socialist organizing also bolstered neighborhood resistance dur-



Work Rationalization and the Strugglefor Antral 179

ing the strike. The Party held an average of thirty to forty outside
rallies each week at various points in the neighborhood and espe¬
cially at the corner of Forty-seventh and Halsted. These meetings
sometimes lasted for hours and drew crowds of several hundred.
During the course of the strike activists distributed twenty
thousand pieces of literature in various languages throughout
Packingtown.^ Noting the rise of socialist sentiment in the
neighborhood, the Chicago Socialist eoncluded, "No place in the
eountry offers greater promise for the future of Socialism than
Packingtown. There capitalism is exhibiting its ripest fruit. The
seeds of Socialism find its [i/r] most congenial soil."^^

In retrospeet it is plain that the paper had certainly exaggerated
the prospects for a mass socialist movement in Packingtown. Vet
there was an inerease in the party's strength in the neighborhood.
That fall Packingtown sent Socialist James Ambrose to Springfield
as its state senator, while the Twenty-ninth Ward recorded the
city's second highest total for the Socialist presidential ticket.
Ethnic-based radical groups like the Lithuanian Socialist Alliance
grew in the community over the next decade and joined the So¬
cialist Party as language federations, providing a link between
Paekingtown's newer ethnie communities and the city's long¬
standing tradition of labor radicalism.^®

Yet time was on the packers' side. More scabs entered the citA-
daily, and production climbed slowly toward normal output. In¬
tent on total victory, the packers refused to negotiate, until the
Packing Trades Council called a boycott of all meat and spread
the strike to the smaller independent packers and the Union
Stockyards and Transit Company. This made the movement of
meat much more difficult and may have influenced the packers to
approach the union. On September 5, they proposed that the
union call off the strike. In return they would reemploy as many
workers as possible immediately and thereafter give preference to
strikers as more workers were needed. Skilled wage levels were to
remain stable, but no mention was made of the common labor
rate. In effect, this meant that the wages of unskilled laborers
would once more be abandoned to market forces. When union
officials submitted the agreement to a referendum, the rank and
file, having been on strike for two months, rejected it overwhelm¬
ingly. The allied trades, who had jeopardized their own agree-
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ments in order to support the butcher workmen, were particularly
anxious to see the strike through to a successful conclusion.'^ But
the position had become untenable. After securing from the pack¬
ers a statement promising that strikers would be treated "fairly"
and that an attempt would be made to regularize employment,
Donnelly abruptly called off the strike. Workers drifted back to
the plants over the next couple of weeks.

Predictably, the results of all this for the union were disastrous.
Despite the packers' promises, activists, including Donnelly,
were blacklisted and driven out of the industry. "A certain pro¬

portion who made trouble," a plant superintendent confided,
"will never get back." Factionalism, which had surfaced before
the strike, spread in its wake. Within one year the number of lo¬
cals in the yards fell from twenty-one to six and then, during the
1908 recession, to only one. Amalgamated membership dropped
from 34,000 to 6,200. The few remaining packinghouse locals
around the country were small and concentrated among the
skilled butchers.^'

The disruption and decline of the Amalgamated was person¬
ified in the tragedy of President Michael Donnelly's subsequent
career. Some activists who had pressed for a continuation of the
strike accused him of a sellout. Whatever his other faults, how¬
ever, Donnelly was scrupulously honest. In fact, he had been sav¬
agely beaten by sluggers on two occasions for his leading role in
the Chicago Federation of Labor's reform caucus. It is unclear
whether Donnelly's later difficulties had more to do with the last¬
ing effects of these beatings or with alcoholism, but his health
and emotional problems persisted. Passing through a succession
of demeaning jobs, Donnelly resurfaced briefly in Fort Worth,
Texas, in 1916. He was organizing packinghouse laborers once
again and asked for support. The AFL agreed to appoint him as
an organizer, but he dropped out of sight once again, this time for
good.^^

As organization went into eclipse, shop-floor conditions re¬
verted to the pre-union situation. Seniority in hiring and advance¬
ment was replaced by the old system based on kinship, favorit¬
ism, and bribery. Speeding was reinstituted, and the foreman's
control over production reasserted. As the "unnatural" pressure of
unionization was broken, the common labor rate was once again



Work Rationalizafion and the Strugglefoß€ontrol 181

left to the forces of supply and demand. Under recession condi¬
tions, it fell to sixteen cents per hour, with the inevitable effects
on living standards. The people of Packingtown were caught up
once again in a vicious cycle of irregular employment, low wages,
and chronic poverty for more than a decade.

Between 1900 and 1904, the packinghouse workers had built up a
strong movement representing virtually all of the wage earners in
the industry. Common work problems, a core of experienced
trade unionists, and a particularly supportive metropolitan work¬
ing-class community offered optimal conditions for organization.
Newcomers in the labor force were acculturated and integrated
into the movement. The departmental unions brought skilled and
unskilled, new immigrant and old, together, while shop-floor or¬

ganization provided a powerful weapon in the struggle to improve
working conditions in the plants and the quality of life in the
community.

Despite all these accomplishments, the workers' movement in
the stockyards collapsed. Why.^ Concrete factors such as economic
conditions and the union structure provide part of the answer.
Union strength was greatest during the boom just after the turn of
the century; it was weakest in the midst of high unemployment
during the 1904 recession. Because of the large proportion of un¬
skilled in packing, the Amalgamated was particularly vulnerable
during such downturns. The packers had little difficulty in re¬
cruiting strikebreakers outside the immediate community. The
division between production and maintenance workers also cer¬
tainly weakened the effect of the strike. Both in terms of the
strike's timing, then, and also in terms of its organization, the
union's strategy and structure had as much to do with its demise
as the packers' own clear determination to rid themselves of all
union interference.

Less tangible perhaps but also important was the general
atmosphere in which the strike took place. The fragmentation of
the movement in the stockyards was only one part of a general de¬
cline of the labor movement in Chicago and throughout the coun¬
try. Most strikes which engulfed the nation during 1904, like the
butchers' own, were defensive actions in which workers fought to
save their unions. In Chicago the labor ethos which had nurtured
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the movement in the yards was under siege. In packing, the
disastrous defeat of the strike and the introduction of the blacklist
crushed any immediate prospects for union activity.

Yet some people in Packingtown seem never to have accepted
the 1904 defeat as a final verdict, A meeting of fifty Polish and
Lithuanian laborers in the midst of the 1908 recession seems only
a pathetic remnant of the union spirit, but it is significant that the
lessons of those years persisted among the new immigrants, (The
packers recognized the importance of the little meeting; they sent
a spy,)" The strength of the union, and the changes it had
wrought in Packingtown's standard of living and in the self-image
of its people, were not quickly forgotten. When economic condi¬
tions allowed for it during World War I, packinghouse workers
once again streamed into the union, organized on the shop floor,
and fought to improve the quality of life in their community. It
was upon the dreams and dedication of Slavic laborers like those
who attended the pathetic little meeting in 1908 that these and
later struggles were built.
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6
Class, Race, and Ethnicity,

1917-21

I am going to help out unionism. I have been in a union since I
was fourteen years old. ... I stay with my fellow workmen.

Frank Guzior, Polish-American
unionist, June 1919'

You are nothin' but a lot of white folks' niggers or you wouldn't be
wearing that button.

Nonunion Black worker,
June 1919^

Some of the most dramatic struggles of the First World War era
were waged not in the trenches of France but in the factories and
neighborhoods of American cities. In meat packing the war
brought changes in all those factors most directly affecting the
prospects for organization—the social composition of the work
force, the strategy and structure of the unions involved, and the
broader social, economic, and political context. The severe war¬
time labor shortage and the need for war supplies brought highly
favorable organizing conditions and government arbitration, but
they also posed the danger that the workers' movement would
fragment along racial, ethnic, and skill lines. While organizers and
many rank-and-file workers tried to overcome these barriers, the
packers developed personnel policies designed to accentuate them.
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As the economy declined and political reaction set in during
1919-21, the danger of fragmentation was heightened.

Again Chicago's South Side became a focal point for the most
vital questions facing the labor movement in this era: What form
of labor organization might successfully challenge the open shop
in basic industry.? Was it possible to create mass interracial
unions.? What role would the state play in this confrontation
between labor and capital.?

THE WARTIME CONTEXT

The Allies' World War I campaign depended directly on workers
in the munitions plants of Bridgeport, the steel mills of Pitts¬
burgh, and the packinghouses of Kansas City and Chicago. Pro¬
duction levels in packing and other industries shot up dramati¬
cally. Average monthly beef exports, which ran just over one mil¬
lion pounds during the three years before the war, exceeded
ninety-two million pounds in June 1918. Struggling to keep up
with the demand for meat, especially after American entry into
the war, the packers aimed to slaughter 100,000 head of cattle per
week. A new record was set in October 1917, when 415,456 head
entered the yards. The increase in profits was equally steep. The
four largest firms, whieh had shown an aggregate profit of nine¬
teen million dollars for 1912-14, registered forty-six million dol¬
lars for 1916 and sixty-eight million dollars for the following year.
This upsurge of war produetion had a striking effect on the size of
the labor force. The number of workers in one of Chicago's larg¬
est houses rose from eight thousand to seventeen thousand in the
course of the eonflict, and such growth was typical of the indus¬
try, By 1919 there were forty-five thousand people working in the
Chicago plants.^

The kind of labor reeruitment demanded by this growth would
have been a diffieult problem in the best of times, but the war ag¬
gravated the situation. The draft and enlistment took over four
million young men off the nation's farms and out of its industrial
cities, depositing many of them on the battlefields of Europe. At
the same time, hostilities on land and sea cut the packers off from
their traditional source of eommon labor. Between 1914 and 1918
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immigration dropped by 80 percent, falling in the latter year to
less than 113,000."^ Caught between a dramatic rise in demand
and a severe constriction of the labor supply, the packers turned
to new sources for their workers.

Married immigrant women, for example, entered the pack¬
inghouses in large numbers for the first time during World War I.
Packingtown's families were struggling to keep up with inflation.
At the same time that rapidly rising consumer prices and the de¬
cline of the boarding system created a need for more income, in¬
creases in unskilled wage levels made meat-packing work more
attractive. A more important labor source was found on the farms
and in the small towns of the Deep South. Thousands of black
migrants streamed into the Union Stockyards to take up unskilled
positions on the killing floors and in other departments through¬
out the plants. By 1917 about ten to twelve thousand blacks had
entered the yards in Chicago, representing a fourth of the
industry's labor force.^

The increases in production generated by war orders, the ac¬
companying profits, and the serious labor shortage facing the
packers offered an excellent situation for workers' organization.
But if the war brought the opportunity for labor action, it also
forcefully introduced the issue of race. In the early twentieth cen¬
tury, organizers had successfully confronted the problem of ethnic
fragmentation through a careful process of socialization and in¬
tegration of new immigrants into the union. The World War I or¬
ganizational campaign faced the danger of division and hostility
between white immigrants and black migrants.^

The packinghouse workers' movement that emerged in the
course of the First World War contrasted sharply with that of the
early twentieth century in terms of organization and strategy. The
shift toward an industrial form of organization advanced with the
development of the Stockyards Labor Council, which not only
coordinated the activities of the various international unions in
the yards but also financed and directed organizing and repre¬
sented the workers in negotiations.

Strategically, the leaders of the movement were faced with the
options of building up their strength on the shop floor through the
kind of organization which had characterized the earlier period, or
relying heavily on a system of arbitration introduced during the
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war by the federal government. The labor leaders threw them¬
selves into arbitration with an enthusiasm which in the long mn

proved misplaced. The federal government retreated from the
arena of labor relations precisely at the moment when workers' or¬

ganization reached a low point, and the movement proved fatally
vulnerable.

The disintegration of the stockyards labor movement in the
postwar period was not the inevitable consequence of divisions
among the workers themselves but rather the product of a
number of factors, including the structure and strategy of the
unions, violence between white street gangs and Black Belt
residents, factional conflicts among labor leaders, and the packers'
efforts to break down organization by exploiting the racially tense
atmosphere of Chicago in the tragic summer of 1919.

THE STOCKYARDS LABOR COUNCIL

The Chicago labor movement of the World War I years was, ac¬
cording to journalist Ray Stannard Baker, "more closely organ¬
ized, more self-conscious, more advanced in its views" than any
other in the United States.^ Chicago workers stood out in part be¬
cause of the sheer size of their movement, but also for two other
related reasons. The Chicago movement was the heart and brain
of the two great World War I drives to organize mass-production
workers in the steel and meat-packing industries. In the process,
Chicago labor activists confronted the problem of building mass
interracial unions. William Z. Foster, who played an important
role in both organizing campaigns, noted that the whole labor
movement was "looking to us in Chicago to take the lead."*^ As in
the early twentieth century, packinghouse workers received cru¬
cial support from the broader labor movement. During the war¬
time agitation the city's labor federation was even more directly
involved in financing and directing the campaign than it had been
in the 1900-1904 period.

The Stockyards Labor Council (SLC), which led the drive to
organize the packinghouses, was the creation of the Chicago
Federation of Labor (CFL), which Foster called "the most pro¬
gressive labor council in the United States at that time." John
Fitzpatrick was the spirit behind the federation. Born in Athlone,
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Ireland, in 1871, Fitzpatrick came to Chicago's South Side at the
age of eleven. He worked briefly on a killing floor in the stock¬
yards before taking up the horseshoer's trade. Fitzpatrick was ac¬
tive in the labor movement from his earliest days in the city and
lived in the same Irish neighborhood near the stockyards
throughout his tenure as president of the CFL (1899-1901;
1906-46). An ardent Irish nationalist and teetotaler, he refused to
attend any union meeting held in a saloon. Fitzpatrick's scmpu-
lous honesty and total dedication to labor's cause infused the
movement with a strong sense of purpose. He was the embodi¬
ment of the city's militant labor traditions.^

Fitzpatrick gathered around him a group of mainstream activists
and radicals who shared his dedication to strengthening the city's
labor movement. The progressives included Edward Nockels, a
steamfitter and the CFL's secretary; Margaret Haley and Lillian
Herstein of the Chicago Teachers' Federation; the socialist car¬
penters Tom Slater and Anton Johannsen; and Robert M. Buck,
editor of the CFL's brilliant newspaper, the New Majority. The
most cohesive group of radicals was composed of syndicalists, in¬
cluding William Z. Foster and Jack Johnstone, both of whom be¬
came SLC leaders. Many of these radicals from various unions
had founded the International Trade Union Education League
(ITUEL). Although the ITUEL had disintegrated by 1917, many
of its members remained delegates to the CFL. This progressive
alliance fought another faction composed of grafting business
agents, "sluggers," and labor bosses. The campaign to organize
the packinghouses was one part of a broad CFL program in the
1917-19 period that also included national leadership of the move¬
ment to free Tom Mooney, a Chicago Railway Council to link all
locals of railroad workers, an independent labor party, and the
great steel campaign and strike of 1919.'"

The Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen's
strength in the packinghouses had not disintegrated entirely dur¬
ing the decade before 1917. In addition to numerous meat
cutters' locals in towns throughout the country, the union also re¬
tained a few small butcher workmen's locals. With the onset of
war, the Amalgamated once again moved to build a base in the
large packing centers. By early 1917 four organizers were working
in the field, joining five others who had been commissioned by
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the AFL. Yet little lasting organization had been achieved as late
as the summer of 1917, and the movement in Chicago was still
quite weak."

The earliest signs of movement among Chicago's packinghouse
workers came long before any major organizing drive. As unem¬

ployment fell and the labor shortage became severe, many work¬
ers took advantage of the situation by simply moving from one job
to another. When the Department of Labor investigated turnover
in ten Chicago industries between June 1, 1917, and June 1,
1918, meat packing topped the list with an annual turnover rate of
334 percent. In order to maintain a combined average labor force
of 5,219, the three plants studied hired a total of 17,418 workers
in the course of the year.There were also strikes. During 1916
and 1917 a series of unorganized strikes by unskilled workers
forced the common labor rate up several times. Mary McDowell
observed that "when the workers, mostly Poles, Slovaks and
Lithuanians, became conscious of the undersupply of labor they
grew restless. In separate departments there were constantly
sporadic, unorganized strikes. This general unrest was somewhat
allayed by a universal raise of wages throughout the various
plants." At the same time, the skilled men began returning in
small numbers to the few remaining Amalgamated locals in the
yards. Chicago, it seemed, was ripe for organization. By the time
the SLC came into being, the unionization process had already
begun informally on the shop floor. "

At the July 15, 1917, Chicago Federation of Labor meeting,
William Z. Foster and Robert McQueen of the Railway Carmen
and Dennis Lane and Joe O'Kane of Cattle Butchers' Local 87
presented a motion that interested unions should meet to plan an
all-out organizing campaign in Chicago's stockyards. The federa¬
tion's delegates adopted the resolution unanimously, and the
Stockyards Labor Council was established on July 23 with Martin
Murphy, a hog butcher, as president and Foster as secretary. "

The new body was composed of representatives from twelve
international unions but represented another halting move in the
direction of industrial unionism. It was modeled on the systems
federation movement among railroad workers which Foster had
helped to create. He explained the concept in his autobiography.
"We decided to move towards industrial unionism by setting up
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an industrial federation and by locking the various component
craft unions so firmly together under one Council, one Executive
Board, one set of Business Agents, etc, as to create a firm front in
the whole of the industry."'^

Still, the new structure failed to unify the labor force. Many of
the problems which led to the eventual destruction of the council
were related to a complicated organizational form that actually
reinforced divisions among the workers. Skilled auxiliary workers,
like machinists, stationary firemen, and structural ironworkers,
had their own locals affiliated with both the international craft
unions and the SLC. Most skilled packinghouse workers, regard¬
less of ethnicity, joined the various departmental locals of the
Amalgamated. But the great mass of common laborers in the in¬
dustry entered the Amalgamated's community-based locals. In ef¬
fect, this structure not only divided skilled from unskilled; it also
created organizations based as much on ethnic as on occupational
identification. Separate ethnic locals also were established for
women. In the case of both men and women, the largest of these
by far were those composed of Polish and Lithuanian laborers.

This question of organizational structure was especially compli¬
cated in the case of black workers. Many of the craft unions drew
the color line quite rigidly, excluding blacks through clauses in
their constitutions. Others were more subtle in their racism, but
the effect was the same. William Tuttle estimates that at least

thirty-seven of one hundred Chicago AFL affiliates either ex¬
cluded black workers entirely or segregated them into separate lo¬
cals. The SLC's solution was a weak compromise. The Labor
Council persuaded the AFL to charter special federal labor unions
for groups of black tradesmen excluded from their respective craft
unions. Because of the numbers involved, the question of where
to put black butcher workmen was even more serious. At the start
of the campaign, black workers joined mass laborers' locals along
with whites from various ethnic groups, but there was concern in
the black community that this would leave the black workers a
small minority without adequate representation. Then a separate
all-black local was set up, but this exposed the SLC to charges of
Jim Crowism. The idea of neighborhood-based locals, theoreti¬
cally open to any worker, developed as a solution. Organizers set
up union headquarters in the various neighborhoods where pack-
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inghouse workers lived. In effect, Local 651, with its headquar¬
ters in the heart of the Black Belt, became a primarily black local
just as other unions became primarily Polish and Lithuanian.
Black women joined local 213, while two other locals organized
Polish and Lithuanian and English-speaking women.

Since crushing the union in 1904, the packers had ruled with an
iron hand, and organization was slow at first. The CFL financed
the Labor Council's first mass meeting and also helped to line up
early organizers. From that point on, the SLC was on its own.

The first street meeting attracted a large crowd of about ten
thousand workers, but an appeal for the audience to sign union
cards brought only a "dull silence for a moment—then many of
those in attendance began to slip away." The disappointing
response probably was due more to a healthy fear of the packers'
intelligence network than to lack of conviction. Two of three Pol¬
ish and Lithuanian organizers, for example, were dismissed by
the SLC after admitting that they had been planted by the pack¬
ers. Mid-November, however, brought a mass influx sparked by
submission of a list of demands, including substantial wage in¬
creases, equal pay for women doing the same work as men, and
the eight-hour day.

The response foreshadowed what would become the move¬
ment's sources of strength and weakness. Unskilled workers came
in more quickly at first than the skilled, though most of the
skilled workers had joined by the end of 1917. Amalgamated or¬
ganizers found the foreign-born much easier to organize than the
native-born, and Slavic workers more enthusiastic than the older
immigrant groups. Most responsive were those Slavic immigrants
who had been in the industry several years, presumably those
who had experienced the last period of union strength. By far the
best union men and women were the Poles, the largest foreign-
born group in the labor force. Union organizers were struck by the
loyalty of the Polish workers. One noted that "the union became
a household word among these workers." The largest Chicago la¬
borers' local recruited ten thousand Polish and Lithuanian work¬
ers within a month. The recent immigrants not only joined but
also participated enthusiastically. In January 1918 the same local
held a membership meeting attended by twelve thousand work¬
ers, an attendance rate of about 75 percent. While enthusiasm
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was probably at its height in these months and in the spring of
1918, Polish workers remained union stalwarts to the bitter end.
By the end of World War I more than twenty thousand Slavic
workers, including four thousand women, had poured into the
unions.

This pattern of organization held true for women as well as
men. The foreign-born and particularly the Polish women joined
in large numbers, while many of the English-speaking women
held back. Ominously, progress was slowest among black work¬
ers. While the organizing campaign progressed, the number of
black workers continued to rise; nevertheless, although by the
end of the year the total proportion of the labor force in unions
was estimated by the President's Mediation Commission to be
between 25 and 50 percent and growing,^" the number of black
unionists remained small.

Much of the Council's success in the Polish community may be
explained by the fact that it fastened itself to deep roots there.
To direct the work among Poles and Lithuanians, the AFL chose
John Kikulski, an indigenous ethnic leader who had been active
in both fraternal and labor organizations since at least 1904. An ac¬
tivist in the Polish National Alliance and a former president of the
Polish Falcons, Kikulski was a charismatic figure in Chicago Po¬
lonia and a brilliant orator in Polish and Lithuanian as well as in

English. During the organizing drive Kikulski started publishing
his own paper. Glose Rabotnica, or Labor's Voice. He established
five immigrant laborers' locals, which provided the bulk of the
Amalgamated's membership in the Chicago plants. Kikulski was
elected president of Local 554, the largest in the union, which by
January 1918 had a membership of almost sixteen thousand.
Large crowds gathered at regular mass meetings to hear Kikulski
berate the packers, and he became a symbol of the tremendous
pride which the Polish community felt for the immigrant locals.
The packinghouse workers were rising and with them Polonia.^'

The packers responded to the severe labor shortage and the
success of the council's organizing drive by repeatedly raising the
common labor rate and expanding their welfare activities. Each
time management sensed a restiveness among the workers, they
hiked the rate another two and a half cents. In March 1916, wages
for all common labor except women reached a uniform twenty



Class, Race, and Ethniäty 197

cents per hour. By September 1917 three more increases had
raised the rate to twenty-seven and a half cents, while piece rates
and women's hourly wages were raised proportionally. In one last-
ditch effort the packers offered a 5 percent increase in September
1917, just as the SLC's drive was getting off the ground. They
withdrew the offer when they recognized that it would not stop
the campaign.

The other half of the packers' strategy was embodied in the
welfare plans of the various firms and a more comprehensive per¬
sonnel policy for the industry as a whole. Several of the larger cor¬

porations, like Armour and Swift, which had established welfare
programs after the last round of organization, expanded them con¬
siderably as a result of wartime labor problems. Other firms, like
Wilson, established programs for the first time in the fall of 1917
to undercut the union drive. Another product of unionization was
the Stockyards Community Clearing House, set up in October
1917 to coordinate welfare activities and provide a greater pres¬
ence for the packers in the community. Each corporation contrib¬
uted to the organization in proportion to its share of the market.
The clearinghouse was intended to "foster communication
between industrial, civic, social and religious organizations" and
help to meet the welfare needs of Packingtown. Following the
conventional wisdom of "scientific charity," the clearinghouse
staff undertook a careful survey of the community and sponsored
a variety of activities—including athletic and social events for the
community's children and a small nursery for working mothers—
designed to meet the community's needs and those of the indus¬
try. To the extent that it was specifically planned to undercut the
union campaign, however, the welfare strategy failed—at least in
the short term.23

Where private capital proved unable to maintain stability in the
labor relations of the industry, state intervention, in the form of
the President's Mediation Commission, succeeded. As workers
poured into the unions, pressure mounted for a strike, and the
packers forced the issue at the end of November 1917. In the
middle of the month a committee representing the various unions
was politely dismissed when it met with the packers to submit the
workers' list of demands. Within a few days union activists were
fired at Libby, McNeill and Libby, a Swift subsidiary, and the
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day before Thanksgiving mass meetings of butcher workmen in
all the major packing centers voted overwhelmingly to sanction a
strike. A federal conciliator succeeded in getting the unionists
reinstated, but the packers refused to meet with union represen¬
tatives or to consider their demands.^"*

As more accusations of discrimination against union members
rolled in, Foster and other SLC leaders pressed for strike action,
but most of the local AFL leaders with interests in the organizing
pinned their hopes on the federal government. A committee
representing the CFL, the SLC, and various international unions
got the President's Mediation Commission to set up a system of
binding arbitration in exchange for a no-strike pledge. When the
packers balked, the unions argued for government seizure of the
plants. Already under pressure from the wartime Federal Trade
Commission investigation and public hostility over charges of
profiteering, the packers gave in. Many of the unions' demands
were settled in direct, government-sponsored negotiations. Oth¬
ers, largely involving matters of wages and hours, were submitted
to Judge Samuel B. Alschuler of Illinois, the federal administrator
appointed to oversee disputes in the industry.

Wartime arbitration in packing was a trade-off for all concerned.
Workers won important improvements in conditions and made
limited progress in terms of their living standards; while the na¬
tional increase in hourly wages for the year following December
1917 ranged between 20 percent and 27 percent and the cost of
living rose 31 percent, packinghouse wages jumped by 42.5 per¬
cent. For their part, union leaders gained a vital measure of ac¬
ceptance as workers' representatives and occupied a central posi¬
tion in the system. Protected against the threat of major strikes,
employers maximized production, then passed on increased labor
costs to the government and consumers, realizing huge profits.
The government was able to supply its own troops and those of its
allies without having to contend with disruptive strikes. Yet
government arbitration was only a temporary solution. Sooner or
later there would be a confrontation over union recognition.

Focusing a spotlight on the depths of poverty in Packingtown,
the mediation sessions held in February 1918 amounted to some¬
thing like a public trial of the packers' labor policies. Large
crowds of packinghouse laborers, social workers, and other in-
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terested observers thronged to the Federal Building each day.
Consumptive Polish housewives, normally isolated from the more

"respectable" elements of the city's population by the anonymity
of the slum, were suddenly thrust into the public limelight and
encouraged to testify about the misery and insecurity of their
lives. Management lawyers and witnesses argued that living stan¬
dards were relatively high by introducing evidence on the increase
in savings deposits in neighborhood banks. The large number of
saloons in Packingtown suggested to them that much of the
squalor was due to mismanagement of family budgets and dissipa¬
tion, not low wages. In response, the people of Packingtown
spoke of decaying houses, disease, and dying children.

"It was," wrote William Z. Foster, "as if the characters in The
Jungle, quickened to life, had come to tell their story from the wit¬
ness chair." Union lawyers put the packers themselves on the
stand to testify about exactly what they meant by a "decent stan¬
dard of living." They quizzed Armour and Morris about their
food, shoes, socks and underwear, and recreational habits, and
then contrasted this standard of luxury with the stark privation
which faced the butcher workmen and -women and their families.

Perhaps most damaging to the packers' case were the union's
statistics on the question of family budgets. W. Jett Lauck of the
Bureau of Applied Economics provided a detailed annual budget
of $1,434.64 required for a family of five to live in minimum
health. Florence Nesbitt of the United Charities introduced her

agency's minimum budget for a pauper family of five—$1,106.82.
The average annual income for a packinghouse laborer was about
$800. The city was stunned. Union lawyers drove home the point
that charity cases received considerably more than men and
women working long hours at difficult, dangerous work in order to
supply the nation and its soldiers with their food. "Has American
industry ever shown a greater shame.?" asked Foster. "Workers
paid less than paupers!"^®

The union contrasted living conditions in Packingtown with
skyrocketing corporate profits and argued persuasively that intro¬
duction of the eight-hour day, far from disrupting production as
the packers contended, would actually lead to higher produc¬
tivity. Frank Walsh, who pleaded the unions' case, was a former
director of the U.S. Commission on Industrial Relations and a
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liberal Democrat with strong labor connections in Kansas City, He
emphasized the conflict between high profits and decent living
standards. Using the language of the Clayton Anti-Tmst Act,
Walsh insisted that "labor is not a commodity or article of com-
merce.

The people of Packingtown and the organized labor movement
hailed the first round of arbitration and Judge Alschuler's award of
March 1918 as a great victory. And indeed, the practical gains
were considerable. The award established a basic eight-hour day
and seven paid holidays; provided overtime rates, paid lunches,
and a guaranteed forty-eight-hour week; and required that women
doing the same work as men receive equal pay. Best of all, the
award granted the full one-dollar-per-week raise demanded by the
union as well as a proportional increase for all piece-rate workers.
The workers and their families held a celebration rally in Davis
Square, a small park just across from the packing plants.^

But the award was a victory not simply in the sense that the
workers had achieved a number of practical reforms. Addressing
the large, racially mixed crowd in Davis Square, John Fitzpatrick
was jubilant. "It's a new day, and out in God's sunshine you men
and you women. Black and white, have not only an eight-hour
day, but you are on an equality." The packers' policies stood con¬
demned by the public and the government. Symbolic of the new
atmosphere of hope in the neighborhood was a row of benches
near the University of Chicago Settlement House. After the
award these were called the "eight-hour benches" because the
shorter workday allowed packinghouse laborers to sit out in the
sun with their children on their knees.Humanity, it seemed,
had finally been vindicated in Packingtown.

But the glow sparked by the 1918 award faded gradually as
workers realized that not all decisions would be in their favor.
Wages began to fall behind the cost of living. In November 1919
Alschuler awarded a minor wage increase but denied demands for
a forty-four-hour week, double time for overtime, and abolition of
piece rates in the packers' railroad car shops. The system oi arbi¬
tration also tied the union leadership directly into the drive for
production and minimized the collective strength of rank-and-file
workers on the shop floor. Arbitration not only g¿we authority
and legitimacy to the union, but also took away the right to strike
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and drew union officials into the effort to discipline workers and
maintain production. There would be no standing grievance com¬
mittees. With productivity at a premium and high profits at stake,
the packers wanted to avoid the department stoppages and re¬
striction of output which shop-floor organization seemed to breed.
The arbitration made the union leadership responsible for control¬
ling such action, for holding the workers in line.^^

When union leaders left for Washington to testify before the
National War Labor Board in July 1918, Judge Alschuler admon¬
ished them to "not stay there too long. Get down to the \ ards;
keep things smooth and help things along." "We have been doing
that in the Yards from morning to night," John Kikulski said.
"The record shows that 1,000 cars per day was [.r/r] shipped to our
army, and this has been raised since the beginning of the arbitra¬
tion to 1,800 cars per day. This is the kind of agitators we are."^^

By settling grievances at the plant level, union officials helped
management avoid spontaneous stoppages, which could grow
from a variety of disputes with management on the shop floor.
Martin Murphy, president of the Stockyards Labor Council, es¬
timated that an average of thirty disputes per day were settled at
the plant level. Often a superintendent, sensing a high level of
tension which might result in strike action, would contact union
officials, who would come down to the plant to defuse the situa¬
tion before a stoppage had actually taken place. "We would go
down there and keep them working," Murphy said, "settle what¬
ever dispute there was."^^

In spite of union and government strictures against such action,
however, some unofficial strikes continued to break out. The high
point came in June and July, 1919, when at least a dozen strikes oc¬
curred in several different plants. The hog-killing gang at Wilson
and Company, a hotbed of illegal strike activity, erupted three
times between July 3 and July 19, 1919.^^ Once the workers
stopped, the role of union officials as peacemakers was even more
crucial; it was they who got the men or women back to work.^^

Shop-floor organization also emerged once again in spite of
official union opposition. In order to handle the sort of day-to-day
grievances that were inevitable products of the mass-production
system, workers in the various departments and plants elected
"floor committees" of three rank-and-file workers each to bring is-
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sues before foremen and superintendents. Such committees were
elected in many shops within a year of the arbitration agreement, if
not earlier, even though the agreement specifically outlawed them.
For several months the union itself was not even aware of their ex¬

istence. When officials went to some plants in the spring of 1919 to
settle a series of strikes led by the committees, they were "intro¬
duced to shop committees we never knew before, that were
elected automatically by the men as spokesmen on that floor."^®

The union's own structure, by separating skilled from un¬

skilled, actually encouraged the growth of such committees. Some
vehicle was needed to represent all the workers in a department.
Local unions could not fulfill this need, since they were organized
on the basis of skill, race, and ethnicity, so the shop committees
functioned as the unofficial leadership in emergency situations.
The committees' composition in any given department was a
cross-section of the labor force, though two groups were particu¬
larly prominent—Poles and blacks. The fact that the commit¬
tees were ad hoc structures developed on the shop floor is sug¬
gested by the bewildering range of titles by which committee
members were known. Most were called "floor committeemen,"
but Steve Zielinski of the dry salt gang at Boyd-Liinham was
elected "shop steward," while Anton Zientara was chosen by the
laborers in the sweet pickle department of the same plant as their
"president.""*®

The existence of the floor committees in some departments and
the outbreak of strikes in the summer of 1919 suggest a continuity
between this period and the union organization of 1900-1904.
There is little doubt, however, that the responsibilities of the
union leaders under the arbitration agreement placed severe limi¬
tations on the growth of shop-floor organization. During the war
years the union put all emphasis on the hearings before Judge Al-
schuler, and the floor committees remained relatively weak by
comparison to the house committees of the 1900-1904 era.

DISINTEGRATION: RACE

In his excellent study of the July 1919 Chicago race riot and its re¬
lationship to labor organization, William Tuttle has argued that
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the union campaign in the stockyards was a major cause for the
disturbance. A legacy of racial conflict from earlier strikes and a

massive influx of black migrants, seemingly impervious to the
union's efforts, combined with such factors as the shortage of
housing and political competition to heighten the atmosphere of
racism among white workers. The packinghouses occupy a central
position in Tuttle's analysis. Here the class consciousness of
white immigrants collided with the race consciousness of black
migrants in the course of a campaign for "100 percent union."
The growth of class consciousness, Tuttle argues, stimulated the
growth of racism. Blacks became identified as a "scab race," tools
of the packers.'"

For all of its subtlety in sorting out the complicated influences
that provided a fertile ground for the 1919 race riot, Tuttle's argu¬
ment regarding the interplay among community, workplace, and
organization is misleading in some respects. It homogenizes both
black and white packinghouse workers, ignoring crucial differ¬
ences within each group. Tuttle underplays a turbulent conflict
within the black community between union and nonunion work¬
ers, while he equates the mentality and behavior of the new im¬
migrants with that of the more acculturated Irish-American popu¬
lation. Convinced of the importance of the link between unionism
and racism, Tuttle has also underrated the importance of the
Stockyards Labor Council's determined fight against prejudice
among white workers and its efforts to bring the two races to¬
gether. Notwithstanding the real tension that existed over the
question of union membership, Tuttle has overestimated the im¬
portance of workplace confrontations. The social ecology of three
bordering South Side communities—Packingtown, Canaryville,
and the Black Belt—provides a different view of the riot. Finally,
race relations among the workers must be placed within the con¬
text of class relations in the industry. One comes away from
Tuttle's description of the riot feeling that racism was an inevit¬
able, if tragic, outgrowth of the situation in Chicago in the sum¬
mer of 1919. In reality the packers played an extremely active and
important role, in the plants and in the communities, dividing
black and white workers from one another and creating an atmos¬
phere ripe for racial conflict.
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In the spring of 1919, when the end of federal mediation and a
confrontation with the packers seemed imminent, the SLC
launched an organizing drive to bolster its demand for recogni¬
tion. The campaign was kicked off with a mass demonstration ad¬
dressed by the council leadership. In the following weeks the
SLC sponsored open-air meetings, and street-corner agitators
harangued workers going to and from the plants. A three-piece
band of Musicians' Union volunteers played from a flatbed tmck.
Packingtown took on the atmosphere of a Baptist camp meeting.
Seven large trucks equipped with loudspeakers were parked near
the various entrances to the yards, and organizers mounted the
truck platforms like evangelists, carrying the union gospel in a ba¬
bel of languages to the crowds of workers. The "converted" then
climbed onto the trucks and were whisked to the Labor Council's
Columbia Hall at Forty-seventh Street and Ashland Avenue,
where they signed cards and received the SLC's special campaign
button. The button, pinned to thousands of overalls and
workshirts in the course of June, read, "100% UNION OR
BUST!" Special organizing committees badgered black workers
on the elevated platforms near the yards and on the train ride
home to the Black Belt. Eight thousand workers joined in the last
two weeks of June alone, and on July 12 a giant parade wound its
way through the stockyards district to an open-air meeting of
thirty thousand union faithful. Yet the drive was only partly suc¬
cessful. About 95 percent of the white workers had joined by
July, but most recruits came from the immigrant neighborhoods
immediately adjacent to the yards. Estimates of the proportion of
organized black workers vary, but it was certainly never more than
one-third and may have been less than a fourth. The SLC was
still not reaching the mass of black packinghouse workers.

This failure was not the product of neglect. The actions as well
as the rhetoric of the SLC leadership indicate a dedication to the
goal of a progressive, interracial union. They were opposed at
every turn by the packers, who tried in a variety of ways to create
tension and keep the workers divided."*^

Black workers played important roles during the SLC organiz¬
ing drive. Both the Amalgamated and the AFL employed black
organizers. G. W. Downing, a member of black Local 651, was
vice president of the Stockyards Labor Council. In January 1918,
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when Fitzpatrick brought a delegation to present the workers'
demands to President Wilson, another member of Local 651,
Joseph Bell, was there to represent black workers. SLC leaders
insisted that they vigorously followed up complaints of racial
discrimination, and the disproportionate number of grievances
filed by the Labor Council on behalf of black workers supports
the claim. Rank-and-file white workers also supported blacks
through their shop-floor organizations. They frequently elected
black stewards, and in at least one case threatened a strike, forc¬
ing the dismissal of a foreman accused of physically and verbally
abusing a black laborer. The Urban League's industrial secretary
found that blacks were treated most fairly in those departments
with strong shop-floor organizations.'*^

The SLC also made attempts to draw major institutions and
leaders from the black community into the campaign. Represen¬
tatives appeared before the Baptist Ministers' Alliance and Afri¬
can Methodist Episcopal Sunday School Convention to explain
how unionization could help black workers. Union witnesses ap¬
pearing before the Chicago Commission on Race Relations re¬

ported after the riot that union men had also spoken before
several other organizations. In September 1918 the Amalgamated
invited a spokesman from the Equal Rights League and Chicago
Defender editor R. S. Abbott to appear before a union conference
in Chicago. Both speakers were well received, and the audience
cheered Abbott's expressions of admiration and support for the
union. During July 1919 T. Arnold Hill, secretary of the National
Urban League, addressed a mass meeting of black and white
workers.'*^

Recognizing that the lack of any interracial social contact was a
primary obstacle to uniting the workers, the SLC had sponsored a
number of meetings and parades during 1918 in order to bring the
races together. At mass meetings black and white union speakers
emphasized interracial solidarity. Some of the SLC's efforts to
bring the races into contact in fact appear quite bold in light of
the growing strength of racism in Chicago during the immediate
postwar period. On July 6, 1919, during the 100 percent cam¬
paign, the Council planned a giant "stockyards celebration." This
was to begin with an interracial march from Forty-seventh and
Paulina in Packingtown, proceed through the heart of the Black
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Belt, and end at Beutner Playground at Thirty-third Street and
LaSalle. The packers succeeded in having the march banned at
the last minute, ostensibly for fear of a racial confrontation. In¬
stead two separate parades, one black and the other white,
marched along the same route. The black community lined the
streets and cheered both parades. One of the marchers carried a

placard reading, "The bosses think that because we are of dif¬
ferent color and different nationalities we should fight each other.
We're going to fool them and fight for a common cause—a square
deal for all.'"'^

The crowd that gathered around the speakers' stand at the
playground was jubilant, as was Jack Johnstone of the SLC. "It
does me good to see such a checkerboard crowd—by that I mean
all of the workers are not standing apart in groups, one race hud¬
dled in one bunch, one nationality in another. You are all stand¬
ing shoulder to shoulder as men, regardless of whether your face
is white or black.

The packers' intervention to prevent the July 6 march was only
one part of their effort to divide the labor force along racial lines.
During the organizing drive which preceded the July race riot, the
packers hired three hundred mounted police, who rode directly
into audiences to disrupt street-corner meetings. Labor Council
organizers were arrested daily.'*®

Three weeks after this successful interracial rally, Chicago's
South Side exploded in a bloody race riot, claiming the lives of
twenty-three blacks and fifteen whites, including several packing¬
house workers.The Stockyards Labor Council had succeeded in
organizing only a small proportion of the black packinghouse
workers by the time of the riot. One major reason for this failure
lay in the physical and social separation of the two major com¬
munities of stockyards workers, Packingtown and the Black Belt.
If unionization was to take place, two groups of workers with very
different attitudes and experiences had to be brought together.
Both groups lived in neighborhoods which were segregated from
"respectable" Chicago. In the case of Packingtown, the division
was based largely on class lines, while for the Black Belt the line
was racial.

Though many of the skilled Irish and German butchers who
built the 1904 union movement had left the industry, some of the
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Slavic workers who had lived through the experience and come to

appreciate the importance of organization remained. Like millions
before them, those who came to Packingtown faced a difficult
process of adjustment to life in an industrial slum. While ethnic
cultures remained strong, the union provided the most important
avenue for the assimilation of thousands of immigrants who
stayed in America rather than returning to the old country.

In a community like Packingtown, overwhelmingly working-
class in composition, isolated from native-American middle-class
influence, and dominated by one huge industry, work and work-
related problems were powerful influences on the mentality of im¬
migrant workers. "Here," an economist observed, "the specter of
meatpacking hung over every waking hour of most residents."^'
During the SLC organizing drives the neighborhood was satur¬
ated with union leaflets in half a dozen languages, and loudspeak¬
ers carried the message in words the people could understand.
The saloons and halls lining Ashland Avenue were given over to
the organizing efforts, and even the parish priests lent their sup¬
port to the cause. What one labor organizer described as the pro¬
cess of acquiring an "industrial discipline"—developing a collec¬
tive morality or ethic and a commitment to a common struggle for
common goals—was well advanced in Packingtown. Its residents
shared more than employment in the slaughterhouses and stock¬
yards. They shared also a tradition of organization and militancy
and a sullen resentment of the Meat Trust.

It was this tradition which made Packingtown the strongest pol¬
itical base for the new Cook County Labor Party in the municipal
election in spring 1919. In spite of powerful Democratic and
Republican organizations there, the Twenty-ninth Ward showed a
higher proportion of Labor voters than any other in the city. Thir¬
teen percent of the voters supported Fitzpatrick for mayor; 20
percent supported SLC president Martin Murphy for alderman.
Within the ward. Labor made its strongest showing in those pre¬
cincts closest to the yards, which were populated largely by
Lithuanian and Polish immigrants. Given the close relationship
between the Stockyards Labor Council and the Labor Party, the
strong turnout was not surprising. John Kikulski appeared as a
candidate on Labor's citywide ticket and the party's ward organi¬
zation was run out of the Labor Council's office.^'
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The union upsurge in Packingtown, then, was part of a broader
community mobilization which also included independent labor
politics. The packers had ruled the industry ruthlessly since the
1904 strike, but the lessons of that era had not been forgotten.
When the call was sounded, the community rose up.

About one mile east of the stockyards, stretching between
Eighteenth and Fifty-seventh streets and bounded on the east
and west by Cottage Grove and Wentworth avenues, a different
kind of community had developed (see map 1, p. 70). Like Pack¬
ingtown, the Black Belt was the product of residential segrega¬
tion, but what made the Black Belt an "undesirable area" was its
racial rather than its class composition. Packingtown was created
when thousands of immigrants from various ethnic groups came
together for employment. The strongest bond in the Black Belt,
however, was race, not occupation. People from a variety of social
and economic backgrounds came to live in the Black Belt because
they found it difficult and even dangerous to live in any other part
of the increasingly segregated city. Here they created for them¬
selves a distinctive black urban culture. Black packinghouse
workers were a large and important part of this community, but
they were well integrated into it.^^

A minority of workers in the Black Belt shared similar attitudes
concerning work and organization with the people of Packing-
town. Whites referred to these people as "northern negroes." In
the case of packinghouse workers, this meant that they had
worked in the industry for some time; some had probably gone
through the same labor experiences as the Poles and Lithuanians
who remained after the 1904 strike. The daily earnings of the
small group of black butcher workmen were actually higher than
those for Polish and Lithuanian immigrants before the Great Mi¬
gration, and by 1917-18 labor shortages had forced the packers to
move some blacks up into the more skilled positions.Like the
"Americanized" Slavic immigrants, they had been exposed to the
values of the union's "industrial morality." David Brody con¬
cludes, "The prewar Negroes, forming a permanent part of the
packinghouse force, responded to the wartime organizing drive in
the same manner as the whites." By early 1918, 90 percent of
these workers were union members, about the same proportion as
that for whites.^'*
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This generation of more experienced black workers created the
types of institutions commonly associated with stable working-
class communities—unions, cooperatives, fraternal groups, and an

independent political organization. Local 651 of the Amalgamated
became a focal point for this portion of the community. Union
members established their own cooperative grocery store and co-

sponsored educational meetings with white locals. Black butchers
were instrumental in forming a Colored Club of the Cook County
Labor Party in the spring of 1919 and served as delegates from the
party to a national Labor Party convention the following fall. Like
most other Chicago unions, 651 passed resolutions calling for an
end to British imperialism in Ireland and could be counted on to
turn out its share of marchers on Labor Day and in Free Pom
Mooney demonstrations.^^

Robert Bedford may have been typical of these union blacks.
Born in the North, he had migrated to Chicago and worked in the
Wilson plant for several years before being elected one of three
floor committeemen in the cattle-killing gang during the winter of
1918-19. He was quite articulate and popular among both whites
and blacks.

Bedford and other black unionists emphasized union solidarity.
Like many of the Slavic laborers living over on the other side of
the yards, they recognized that the only hope for change lay in
collective action across the racial line. For example, a bulletin is¬
sued by Federal Labor Union Number 15805, composed of black
stockyards workers, was addressed to "Fellow Colored Workers"
and concluded, "So you see. Brothers, that the slogan amongst
the stockyard workers is 'Each for all, and all for each, irrespec¬
tive of race, creed, color, nationality or sex.' So come and hear
what we are demanding from the packers in conjunction with our
white Brothers who are thoroughly organized and going down the
line with us."®^ "The truth is," said Charles Ford, a black Amal¬
gamated organizer, " . . .there ain't no negro problem, any more
than there's a [sic] Irish problem or a Polish problem or a Jewish
or any other problem. There is only the human problem."^®

Men and women like Robert Bedford could not forget they
were black, however; in Chicago, in the summer of 1919, this
would have been impossible. Union blacks clearly demonstrated a
degree of race consciousness. Frank Custer, Bedford's partner on
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the floor committee on Wilson's killing floor, feared the conse¬

quences of growing racial hostility in the months following the
end of the war and worked for understanding between the black
and white butcher workmen. But if the dreaded race riot should
occur, Custer knew where his loyalty lay. "Supposing trouble
starts—I am a colored man and I love my family tree, and I ain't
going to stand for no white man to come imposing on my
color. . . . There is going to be a fight.

The great mass of black packinghouse workers, moreover, did
not share the experiences and values of the unionized minority.
Most were newcomers to the urban industrial environment, and
like the Slavic immigrants they faced a difficult period of transi¬
tion. In the case of the white immigrants, the unions played an

important role in this process and had a profound effect on the
way in which many immigrants viewed their situation. In the case
of the black migrants, this formative experience was shaped by
individuals and institutions whose interests were far removed
from and sometimes hostile to those of organized labor. More im¬
portant, the migrants often viewed the migration process itself
and the chance for industrial employment differently than did the
white immigrants.

A wide range of community institutions and organizations, what
Allen Spear has called the "institutional ghetto," addressed them¬
selves to this problem of adjustment.^ The black migrant lived in
a community which was little more than eight blocks from Pack-
ingtown physically but a world apart from it socially. The atti¬
tudes and behavior espoused by black community leaders and
institutions—and not the SLC's street-corner speeches, leaflets,
and parades—shaped the migrants' responses to unionization.

The most important institution in the migrant's adjustment to
the northern city was the Urban League, which set about in 1915
to facilitate "the adjustment of Blacks to city life and promote
equal industrial opportunity." The league's representatives met
the migrants on the platform of the Illinois Central Station, and it
was to the league that friends and relatives would refer the
newcomer. The Urban League successfully placed a large propor¬
tion of the migrants in homes and jobs. Between the spring of
1917 and the summer of 1919 about fifty-five thousand people
came to the league, which placed about twenty thousand of them.
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In essence, its task was to persuade white employers that the mi¬
grants would be assets to their businesses. This involved over¬

coming racist attitudes which were widely held by employers and
promoting values and behavior among the migrants which would
make it easier for them to be successfully placed. According to Ar-
varh Strickland, the league's historian, "the agency's reputation
depended upon the successful assimilation of Negro workers into
the employer's plant. To a great extent, the organization became
the agent of the employer. It tried to insure him against
inefficient, indolent, and troublesome workers."^'

The organization's social workers never forgot to "urge upon
applicants the necessity for strict application to duties, punctual¬
ity, efficiency and proper deportment.Like white immigrants,
the migrants had to develop an "industrial morality," but the
morality espoused by the league and other institutions upon
which the migrant depended was often that of the packer and his
personnel manager, not the union organizer. The league's activi¬
ties in this area were supplemented by the work of the Negro
Workers' Advisory Committees set up regionally under the
auspices of the Negro Economics Division of the Department of
Labor. The committees also aimed to make the migrant a better
worker. Committee representatives visited the plants to lecture
black workers on efficiency and punctuality.^^

The league's campaign, however, encompassed far more than
the migrant's industrial experience. More urbanized, "respect¬
able" elements within the community worried that "Southern"
habits would reflect badly on the community at large. "It's no
difficult task to get people out of the South," the Chicago Whip ob¬
served, "but you have a job on your hands when you try to get
the South out of them."^ Therefore, the league's program in¬
cluded a serious effort to impart to the migrant a concept of ac¬
ceptable social behavior which reflected middle-class values and
goals. A community worker lectured them in their churches on
"thrift, civic pride, personal hygiene, deportment, and other civic
virtues." She also followed them into their homes with her "prac¬
tical message" of discipline and self-help. Block clubs were organ¬
ized to give the campaign a community basis.

The Urban League and several other major black organizations
and institutions were somewhat ambivalent in their attitude to-
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ward organized labor. In the case of the Urban League, its leaders
seemed to recognize that the long-range welfare of blacks lay in
collective action with their white fellow workers. They saw the
need for some mechanism to protect workers' rights within the
factory. In those plants with large numbers of black workers,
"welfare secretaries" tried not only to discipline workers, but also
to ensure suitable working conditions. But given the league's im¬
mediate goal of placing the migrants in bitterly antiunion plants,
it would have been extremely difficult for the organization to be
anything but antilabor in the event of conflict.^

Besides relying on industrialists' goodwill in its efforts to place
migrants in jobs, the Urban League also had to rely upon them
financially. The league's second largest contributor during the war
era was the Stockyards Community Clearing House, the welfare
arm of the Big Five packers. By 1919 the packers contributed
about 20 percent of the league's total budget. It would be
misleading to suggest that the league's policies were determined
solely by this economic relationship, but the packers clearly saw
the organization as one way to undermine the unions. Signif¬
icantly, packer contributions closely paralleled the Stockyards La¬
bor Council's organizing drives. Donations peaked in late 1917
(during the council's period of greatest growth), during the im¬
mediate postwar period (at the time of the campaign for "100 per¬
cent union"), and during the months leading up to the disastrous
1921 strike. Once that strike was lost, financial support fell away
sharply.

Partly because of such financial support but also in a genuine
effort to serve the best interests of its black migrant constituency,
the Urban League changed its position on unionism significantly
between 1919 and 1921. Its official stand as of early 1919 en¬
couraged black participation where unions did not practice
discrimination and condoned strikebreaking "only where the
union affected had excluded colored men from membership." As
late as the summer of 1919, the league seemed to be supporting
the Stockyards Labor Council's organizing drive. In the wake of
that summer's riot, however, with unemployment beginning to
climb and labor clearly on the defensive, the league's support be¬
gan to waver. By 1921 some officials saw a need to advance black
employment prospects by providing strikebreakers. Testifying
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before the Chicago Commission on Race Relations that year, a
league spokesman emphasized race over class interests. "The
League is not opposed to unionism," he said, "but is interested
primarily in the welfare of colored workers."^

Chicago's two influential black newspapers, the Defender and
the Whip, went through a comparable change. Although originally
skeptical, Robert Abbott, the Defenderos popular editor, supported
the goal of interracial unionism throughout the period 1918-20. In
the course of 1921, however, Abbott concluded that the union ef¬
fort was a lost cause and that the black community's interests lay
in loyalty to the packers.

Many community institutions were notably less ambivalent and
in some cases stridently antiunion. The Wabash Avenue YMCA,
one of the black Belt's most important cultural centers, was a fo¬
cal point for propacker and antiunion activity. The Y was headed
by Mr. A. L. Jackson, whom William Turtle describes as "intel¬
lectually and emotionally sympathetic to the packers, and decid¬
edly hostile to the unions."^® Once again, the packers used finan¬
cial support to influence policy. Armour gave an annual member¬
ship in the organization to each black worker after one year's ser¬
vice, and "plant loyalty" became a goal of the Y's industrial pro¬
gram. This program consisted of a number of "efficiency clubs"
organized and financed by the various packers. It was at efficiency
club meetings, claimed Jack Johnstone of the SLC, that "Black
workers were lectured and taught that the thing to do is to keep
out of organized labor."^' According to the packers, the clubs'
purpose was to "instill a sense of responsibility on the part of the
industrial worker and a sympathetic understanding and goodwill
on the part of company officials." But the National Urban
League's Industrial Secretary, William L. Evans, agreed with
Johnstone that the clubs were designed to discourage union ac¬
tivity and that the Y was instrumental in this strategy.

Other important sources of public opinion in the Black Belt un¬
derscored the message. A few black ministers spoke up for the
unions, but the rest, some of whom depended on direct contribu¬
tions from the packers, either ignored or condemned organized la¬
bor. The city's only two black aldermen also sided with the pack¬
ers, while the Broad Axe, with the city's second largest black cir¬
culation, urged readers to be industrious and shun strikes. The
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Chicago Federation of Labor's charge that the "packers subsi¬
dized colored politicians, ministers and YMCA secretaries to
prevent the colored workmen at the stockyards from entering the
union" contained more than a grain of truth. There were some
elements in the black community, William Z, Foster concluded,
who would oppose the Stockyards Labor Coiincil regardless of its
policy on black workers.^'*

The packers supplemented their community strategy with one
aimed at disrupting organization within the plants. There were,
indeed, as Turtle argues, confrontations between blacks and
whites during the drive for "100 percent union" in the summer of
1919. But confrontations also occurred between union and non¬

union blacks. The fundamental issue was one of labor organiza¬
tion.

In the middle of June, when a rash of unofficial strikes broke
out in various departments of the Hammond and Wilson plants,
management filed a grievance with the federal arbitrator, claiming
that these were part of the union's drive for recognition. Clearly,
most of the strikes were related in some way to the issue of non¬
union workers. At Hammond, for example, there were only two
nonunion men left by mid-June in a hog-killing gang of seventy-
nine. The hog butchers killed several animals, started the cutting
process, and then stopped the line, demanding that the two scabs
join or be fired. When management refused to fire the men, the
strike spread throughout the pork house, tying up between seven
hundred and nine hundred workers, and from there to the
sausage department. Similar strikes closed down almost the entire
Wilson plant at just about the same time. It seems that some
workers, sensing their strength as well as the desperate need to
win full recognition, seized the initiative and struck to enforce a
de facto closed shop. But testimony from foremen and supervisors
as well as from union officials and rank-and-file workers all sug¬
gests that, while the timing and effectiveness of the strikes was
based upon considerable organization, they were not ordered by
the union officials, who were as much surprised by the develop¬
ments as were the packers.

Both white and black unionists denied that the issue was race

per se. "I can get along with these colored fellows," said smoke¬
house worker Louis Michora. "We all can get along with them
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just like brothers with these fellows that have the buttons on."^''
Union members claimed that the strikes were provoked by small
groups of black nonunion "agitators" in several plants who had
been ridiculing, harassing, and threatening union members, par¬
ticularly black union activists, for months. The workers claimed
that this agitation was part of an effort to stir racial violence in the
plants and disrupt the union.

The trouble at Wilson's started on the cattle-killing floor, where
there were from 12 to 14 nonunion workers, black and white, and
about 140 union men, also racially mixed. The floor committee¬
men—two blacks, Robert Bedford and Frank Custer, and a

German-American, William Bremer—appeared before Judge Al-
schuler to explain an unofficial strike which broke out among un¬
skilled laborers in the plant's smokehouse and dry salt cellars and
then spread to the cattle butchers. Each of the three men
identified a group of black "agitators" who received preferential
treatment and led the attack on the union. "We get it on the
street and anywhere else," Robert Bedford claimed. "This Willi¬
ams is the leader of some men to raise a line of prejudice, and
show the white men, the colored man is not with him, and show
the colored man, the white man is not with him and he wants to
raise a dissention on that footing."^® Several of these alleged agi¬
tators were experienced butcher workmen who had come together
from a packinghouse in Texas, joined the union, and then
dropped out in a body for unknown reasons. These men are in¬
teresting in part because they do not fit the stereotype of the
black migrant sharecropper, freshly transplanted to the factory
from southern soil.^^

Austin "Heavy" Williams was the group's leader. Robert Bed¬
ford and Frank Custer acknowledged that Williams, though illit¬
erate, was a persuasive speaker and quite popular among black
workers. Williams had joined the union shortly after his arrival
from Texas in 1916. The Stockyards Labor Council's organizing
campaign had not even begun; it was a risky time to take out a
union card. Williams dropped out in 1918 along with the others
who had come with him from Texas. Why.^ Frank Custer believed
that Williams and his fellow Texans were paid agents from the
beginning, sent to Chicago to discourage organization among
black workers. "As I say, they will take the pick, it seems, take
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my people—that is, the highest class of my race, and use them for
a big stick."®®

Williams's own explanation for his change of heart was simple
enough; it became clear to him that the union could not win and
that his own interests would be better served by siding with
the packers. He quit, he said, "Because I seen it was going
down. ... I wanted to see which way my money was going."
The union's hard-sell 100 percent campaign seems only to have
deepened his resolve to stick with management. He resented the
pressure being applied by the union men and openly defied it.
"Heavy" was given a job as straw boss over the black laborers on
the gang, a position which allowed him to make sure that only
nonunion men were hired and gave him an opportunity to
influence new workers against joining. Williams also became a
leader and recruiter for the Wilson Efficiency Club at the Wabash
Avenue YMCA, which vied with the union for the black migrants'
loyalty.®'

Although Williams himself was never accused of violence
against union members, several of his followers were. Some car¬
ried guns and knives. One man was accused of throwing bricks at
a group of Poles who were soliciting for the union outside the
yards gate. Another was defended by an attorney from Wilson's
own legal staff when he was arrested for attacking a black union
man with a heavy "pritching iron" normally used to turn cattle
carcasses. This small group of half a dozen men kept up a steady
torrent of abuse. ®^

Evidence from the testimony of workers from other pack¬
inghouses suggests that the situation at Wilson's was not unique.
There was a hard core of black scabs and also a nucleus of black
union activists, serving on floor committees and recruiting for the
Stockyards Labor Council. Most migrants were probably caught
in between. On the one hand they faced an aggressive union and
on the other the alternating threats and promises of a small group
of black leaders who seemed to enjoy some special status in the
plants.

The most extreme and the most fascinating of these elements
was the American Unity Labor Union (AULU), founded by
Richard E. Parker in the summer of 1916. The organization
remained active into the early 1920s. Besides being leader of the
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AULU, Parker was also a labor recruiter for the packers and steel
mills in and around the city and a promoter of the Race Publish¬
ing Company, which sometimes published his newspaper, the
Chicago Advocate. Parker was a "race man"—"the man who was al¬
ways with his race, right or wrong." He claimed that he had
distributed twenty thousand leaflets in the yards at his own ex¬

pense because of a "personal interest" in his race. Illinois state in¬
vestigators were skeptical. Their report established financial links
between Parker and the Big Five packers.®^ Parker variously re-
fered to the AULU as "the only colored labor union at the yards"
and as a "race employment agency." Quite apart from the confu¬
sion it must have caused for organizers trying to explain the union
issue, the AULU competed directly with the SLC for the loyalty
of the migrants. While the Stockyards Labor Council was explic¬
itly enjoined from organizing within the plants, AULU organizers
solicited openly in at least one house from a choice spot near the
timekeeper's office.®^

The Chicago Federation of Labor dismissed the AULU as a
tool of the packers, and it is difficult to dispute the claim, as far as
it goes. But the real importance of the organization is that it
struck a responsive chord in some black workers. Their identi¬
fication with its appeal suggests something of the migrant's atti¬
tude toward unions. The organization's pronouncements appealed
to three important elements in the experience of many black
workers: a distrust of white unions, an identification of common

interests based on race rather than class, and a basic belief in the
packers' benevolence.

Parker's warning not to "join any white man's union" appealed
to a legacy of distrust even among urbanized black workers. One
skilled butcher argued that his union card was not honored out¬
side the Chicago stockyards, as were those of white men at the
same skill level. Another remembered how those blacks who had
stood by the union in the 1904 strike suffered from discrimination
in rehiring afterward. To such experiences one must add
memories of racial hostility surrounding labor violence in Chicago,
riots in which innocent bystanders as well as scabs could be at¬
tacked simply because they were black.Hostility to unions was
stronger among the migrants. Some had had experience with rac¬
ist southern unions. "Unions ain't no good for a colored man,"



218 Work and Community in the Jun^e
said one migrant; "I've seen too much of what they don't do for
him." For others, the problem was one of ignorance. Irene Coins,
a black organizer in the stockyards who worked for the Women's
Trade Union League, complained, "My people . . . know so lit¬
tle about organized labor that they have a great fear of it, and for
that reason the work of organizing has proceeded more slowly
than I anticipated."®^

Related to this distrust was a tendency for black workers to
define their interests in racial terms. This explains the appeal of
Parker's all-black AULU. "Get a Square Deal with Your Own
Race," one of his advertisements urged. "Get together and stick
together . . . make your own way; other races have made their
unions for themselves. . . . Make a union of your own race."®® A
nonunion black worker put the point across more crudely. "You
are nothin' but a lot of white folks' niggers," he hollered at a

group of black union activists.®^ Given a fairly high level of suspi¬
cion on the part of black workers toward unions run by whites,
the AULU's appeal was obvious.

Finally, many migrants were genuinely grateful for the oppor¬
tunity packinghouse work represented. To men and women who
had lived with racial oppression and grinding poverty in the rural
South, migration north meant more than a good job; it repre¬
sented a measure of liberation.^ Packinghouse wages were ex¬
tremely high by southern standards. Crisis, the journal of the
NAACP, reported in December 1918 that some black women in
the Chicago packinghouses earned as much as $33.00 per week,
while black butchers often made $9.00 per day. In the South the
migrants had lived on the edge of subsistence, but in Chicago
they found themselves being courted by the packers, who offered
not only steady employment and good wages but also gymnasiums
and life insurance policies, baseball teams and choral groups.
"Blacks, after all," writes William Tuttle, "felt that they had re¬
ceived fair treatment at the hands of Armour, Swift, Sears and
other industries and corporations," which also made special ef¬
forts to support black community institutions."The name of Ar¬
mour," the Chicago Defender noted, "has always been a sign of jus¬
tice so far as our race is concerned.The packers might be
viewed as the avaricious Meat Trust in Packingtown, but in many
Black Belt homes they were seen as genuine benefactors. Mary
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McDowell told the story of a migrant approached by a union or¬

ganizer who proceeded to explain all the benefits to be gained by
union membership. "It sounds pretty good to me," the migrant
said, "but what does Mr. Armour think about it.^"^^

Yet the organization of black workers was still a viable goal until
the race riot of July 1919. In spite of the various obstacles, the
SLC remained optimistic, and the strong showing at the interra¬
cial march just three weeks before the riot suggests that it was

making some headway. The riot itself finally smashed any hope of
bringing black and white workers together, but it was not simply
the product of poor race relations in the stockyards. It was also
the culmination of a reign of terror directed against the black
community by Irish street gangs which had emerged from the
neighborhood sandwiched between the Black Belt and Packing-
town. This was Canaryville, the most dangerous neighborhood in
the city and the one with the strongest traditions of racism.

Both of those labor conflicts which had provoked the most ex¬
tensive racial violence prior to 1919—the 1904 packinghouse
strike and the 1905 teamsters' strike—involved direct engage¬
ments between black strikebreakers and large numbers of Irish or
Irish-American workers. The teamsters' strike, in particular,
mobilized the Bridgeport Irish community in attacking scab
wagons. If, as William Tuttle suggests, these conflicts left deep
scars, they were etched most deeply in the collective consiousness
of the second- and third-generation Irish-Americans raised in the
neighborhood immediately adjacent to the Black Belt.*^

There were two fairly distinct Irish neighborhoods in Bridge¬
port: Hamburg, which ran between Thirty-first and Thirty-ninth
streets, and Canaryville, which stretched several blocks south from
Thirty-ninth Street (see map 1). Although all of Bridgeport was
known as "a pretty tough hole," Canaryville had by far the worst
reputation. For years it had represented what one University of
Chicago sociologist called "a moral lesion on the life of the
city."^^ The Irish-American population of the neighborhood
tended to be transient, and the frequent evictions were often ac¬
companied by violence. Fistfights and even gunfights were fairly
common occurrences. The Cook County State's Attorney noted
that more bank robbers, payroll bandits, automobile bandits,
highwaymen and strong-arm crooks had been produced by the
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"Canaryville School of Gunmen" than by any other neighborhood
in the city during his seven years of service.^ Blending into this
hardcore criminal population were a number of large Irish street
gangs which euphemistically described themselves as "athletic
clubs." "It is in this district," wrote Frederick Thrasher, "that
the athletic clubs and other organizations of young toughs and
gangsters flourish, and where disreputable poolrooms, hoodlum-
infested saloons and other criminal hang-outs are plentiful."'^

When they were not fighting one another, the clubs launched
assaults on the Black Belt. Young black men were not as apt in
the era of the Great Migration to form such organizations. The
black groups which engaged the Irish were of a defensive type
rather than anything like a street gang. Police called Wentworth
Avenue, which separated the black and Irish neighborhoods, the
"dead line." Trespassers were often greeted with cries of "He is
from the east side!" or "Hit him, he is from the west side!" and
promptly beaten. When the young black poet Langston Hughes
unknowingly wandered across Wentworth on his first Sunday in
the city in 1918, he was set upon by an Irish gang who said "they
didn't allow niggers in that neighborhood."^®

Canaryville was the home of Ragen's Colts, an athletic club
formed under the political patronage of Democratic alderman
Frank Ragen and reputed to have two thousand members. The
Colts' involvement in the attacks on blacks represented, in part,
the political dimension of the conflict between the two neighbor¬
hoods. In 1915 and again in the spring municipal elections of
1919, the Black Belt's staunch support had been the decisive fac¬
tor in "Big Bill" Thompson's victories. Turnouts were massive
and heavily Republican. "The Black Belt of Chicago," Carl Sand¬
burg wrote in 1919, "is probably the strongest effective unit of
political power, good or bad, in America."^ Facing the powerful
black political machine across Wentworth Avenue was Bridge¬
port's strong, aggressive Irish Catholic Democratic organization.
More than votes or even patronage was at stake. The Irish saw
Thompson as an incarnate social and political evil. Tinged with
anti-Catholicism and corruption, he seemed to be stealing Irish
political influence through treachery, and his means of doing this
was the black migrant. As the military arm of the Irish political
machine, the Colts campaigned with their fists. Confrontations
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occurred throughout the spring of 1919 and reached a crescendo
during June. Finally, at the end of the month two black men
were murdered on the same night by gangs believed to be con¬
nected with the Colts. The attacks were followed immediately by
notices posted along Garfield Boulevard (Fify-fifth Street) and
neighboring streets warning that all blacks would soon be driven
out of the South Side. A pattern of racial attacks had already
emerged, then, by July. The Colts were only waiting for a chance
to escalate the war.

At the end of July, a racially motivated brawl on Twenty-ninth
Street Beach provided the opportunity, and the Irish gangs took
to the streets. "But for them," the Chicago Commission on Race
Relations concluded, "it is doubtful if the riot would have gone
beyond the first clash." Collusion of police and courts allowed
gangs to perpetrate most of the violence associated with the riot.
"Gangs operated for hours up and down Forty-seventh Street,
Wells, Princeton, Shields and Wentworth Avenues and Federal
Street without hindrance from the police," the commission re¬

ported. One municipal court judge claimed that "they (gang
members] seemed to think they had a sort of protection which en¬
titled them to go out and assault anybody."'®'

The Stockyards Labor Council and the Chicago Federation of
Labor worked continuously to maintain order during the two
weeks of the riot. The Labor Council claimed that the packers in¬
tentionally portrayed the riot as a labor-related incident in order to
discredit the unions, even though there was no connection. The
council and the CFL issued statements asking their members to
remain calm and not to go back to work until the trouble had
passed. An editorial in the Federation's New Majority underlined
the importance of white workers disassociating themselves from
the racist attacks. "Right now it is going to be decided whether
the colored workers are to continue to come into the labor move¬

ment or whether they are to feel that they have been abandoned
by it and lose confidence in it."'®^ The SLC took the unusual
step of calling an interracial mass meeting, probably the only large
meeting of blacks and whites in the city during the riot. Again the
leadership instructed members not to return to work until order
was restored. Ironically, the riot may have brought those blacks
who remained loyal even closer to the unions. White union
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members provided moral and material support for black brothers
and sisters injured or left homeless by the rioting in their neigh¬
borhoods.

The SLC's attempts to keep its membership united were fairly
successful. One black worker was attacked within the stockyards
by a group of Slavic laborers, but this was the only example of
violence at work uncovered by the Commission on Race Rela¬
tions. What struck many observers about the riot was the conspi¬
cuous absence of the large population of immigrant stockyards la¬
borers from the crowds that attacked blacks. "It was evident dur¬

ing the riot," Mary McDowell later wrote, "that our Polish neigh¬
bors were not the element that committed the violence; it was

committed by the second and third generations of American born
young men from the 'athletic clubs' which had grown under the
protection of political leaders in this district, themselves mostly
American born."'®^

Most attacks occurred either within the Black Belt itself or just
across Wentworth Avenue, in the Irish neighborhood. The as¬
saults within the limits of Packingtown occurred around the en¬
trances to the yards, and these too were the work of Irish gangs.
Hannah O'Day, a veteran of the stockyards labor movement,
described to Mary McDowell how Ragen's Colts stood at the
yards gate, armed with clubs. As black workers emerged after
their day's labor, the Colts pounced on them.

On Saturday, August 2, one week after the start of the riot, a
fire destroyed forty-nine frame tenements occupied largely by
Lithuanian packinghouse laborers and their families. The tragedy
left 948 immigrants homeless. Rumors spread that the fire, which
was clearly the work of arsonists, had been started by blacks who
came into the neighborhood during the night. At this point,
Packingtown's involvement in the violence might have increased,
but it did not. Neighborhood priests worked to keep their par¬
ishioners from wreaking vengeance. In condemning the riot, Fa¬
ther Louis Grudzinski used carefully chosen terminology which
his flock was sure to understand. He called it a "black pogrom"
and implied that someone was trying to draw the Slavic commun¬
ity into the violence. The evidence suggests that Grudzinski was
right. It is extremely unlikely that blacks were responsible for the
fire. To get to Packingtown from the Black Belt, arsonists would
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have had to pass directly through the Irish neighborhood—where
most of the attacks on blacks had taken place—in large enough
numbers to accomplish the task. Governor Lowden of Illinois,
Mary McDowell, and a grand jury all agreed that it was the Irish
athletic clubs again, this time with blackened faces. The only
other allegations were made by the New Majority and the Polish
newspaper Dziennik Zwiazkowy. Both claimed the fire was part of
the packers' effort to stir racial hostility. If either the Irish gangs
or the packers saw it as necessary to alienate the immigrants from
the blacks with such extreme measures, this would underscore
the general impression that racism was not nearly so strong in
Packingtown as in the more "Americanized" neighborhoods near
the yards.

Union, company, and government observers all agreed that race
relations in the packing plants themselves were generally good
during and immediately after the First World War. Indeed, a
committee from the U.S. Department of Labor's Negro Econom¬
ics Division which looked into the quality of race relations in Illi¬
nois factories in the fall of 1918 contrasted the unsatisfactory sit¬
uation in other industries and regions with the good relations in
meat packing at Chicago. Managers from the various plants
corroborated these findings and were struck by the good relations,
particularly between Polish and black workers, after the riot. The
cmcial factor in the Chicago slaughterhouses, the committee
found, was unionization. A report from the director of the Negro
Economics Division to the Secretary of Labor following the riot
noted that whatever shop-floor hostility did exist seemed to be
between the blacks and those Irish-American workers who
remained in the industry, and this was a carryover from conflicts
within the community. "This did not seem to have any connec¬
tion with the union situation," the report added, "but with indivi¬
dual contacts."'"®

The Labor Council's drive for 100 percent organization in the
summer of 1919 undoubtedly increased the level of tension in the
plants between union and nonunion workers, and there were
many blacks among the latter group. But the emergence of racist
violence was due more to factors in the community and particu¬
larly to the conflicts in various spheres between the Irish-
American and black communities. The strength of racism among
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the Irish as well as its relative weakness among Slavic immigrants
suggests that race prejudice was something which immigrants
learned over time as part of the process of becoming "American¬
ized." The subsequent history of relations between blacks and
precisely those immigrant groups which were the backbone of the
union movement in the World War I years shows that in time the
new immigrants learned the lesson only too well.'"^

But the history of race relations among packinghouse workers
was intimately bound up with the nature of class relations in the
industry. As in steel towns, whatever racial antagonism did exist
between whites and blacks was accentuated by a conscious cor¬

porate strategy to keep the two groups divided and hostile to each
other. In the community this included the subsidizing of institu¬
tions, organizations, and perhaps even individuals who opposed
unionization. Such support was intended to undercut unionism
among blacks and therefore increase the level of tension between
the races. In the plants the packers used a variety of strategies,
including partial treatment of individual blacks, discrimination to¬
ward white and black union members, and verbal and physical in¬
timidation, to reinforce whatever racial divisions already existed.
The resulting racial conflict was one of the most important factors
leading to a fragmentation of the packinghouse workers' move¬
ment."®

DISINTEGRATION: NATIVISM AND FACTIONALISM

In the summer of 1919, just at the point when racial hostility was
tearing the packinghouse workers' movement apart, ethnic and
skill divisions and a bitter factional struggle between the Stock¬
yards Labor Council and the Amalgamated accelerated this pro¬
cess of disintegration. While these racial, ethnic, and skill barriers
were often the products of forces outside the workplace and the
union, they were aggravated and reinforced by the movement's
structural weaknesses. Central to the factional dispute was the
question of whether the unions should renew the arbitration
agreement, postponing once again the inevitable confrontation
with the packers, or force the issue, demanding recognition and
backing up the demand with strike action.

To some extent a potential for conflict was inherent in the tela-
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tionship between the SLC and the Amalgamated. Although or¬
ganized into mass locals of the Amalgamated, most immigrant
workers looked to the SLC for leadership, especially because of
Kikulski's stature among the Slavic workers. With the SLC
directing the organizing and leading the movement in the yards,
many of the Amalgamated's immigrant members remained
beyond its reach. There was some feeling that Johnstone's and
Kikulski's more aggressive attitude toward the packers had
helped to produce the rash of unofficial strikes, and indeed the
SLC seemed more tolerant of such actions than the Amal¬

gamated. Also, proportional representation of the huge immigrant
locals at the union's policy-making conventions threatened to

swamp the Amalgamated's department-based and meat cutter lo¬
cals. The fact that the department locals were composed mostly
of the native-born and older immigrant skilled butchers, while the
SLC's laborers' locals were composed largely of more recent
Slavic immigrants, meant that the factional lines between the two
bodies were reinforced by skill and ethnic divisions.

In the long run, however, the most important distinction
between the SLC and the Amalgamated was strategic in nature.
The two sides in the dispute suggest the options which the labor
movement faced in the immediate postwar era. The leadership of
the Labor Council, with strong roots in the prewar syndicalist agi¬
tation, pushed for a confrontation with the packers. Arbitration,
they argued, would continue only as long as the packers saw some
advantage in it. Sooner or later, there would have to be a show¬
down over the question of recognition and it would be better that
this come while the momentum of the movement remained

strong. The workers' power should be consolidated through an
aggressive drive for 100 percent organization; then the unions
could demand recognition and strike immediately if necessary.
Only in this way could permanent organization be brought to the
yards.

In contrast, the Amalgamated's approach was not that different
from what it had been in the early twentieth century, and was
also characteristic of the more conservative AFL leaders, who,
faced with an aggressive business class, sought some way to avoid
conflict. The war had institutionalized the arbitration principle in
the form of the Alschuler hearings, and Dennis Lane, the
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Amalgamated's secretary-treasurer and editor of the union's jour¬
nal, clung tenaciously to the stability and prosperity which the ar¬
bitration system seemed to offer. The course charted by the SLC,
he argued, was reckless and irresponsible."^

At the end of April 1919, without consulting the union's rank
and file, the Amalgamated officers signed an agreement for the
packinghouse workers.'" The Stockyards Labor Council attacked
the Amalgamated for selling out its membership. In July 1919,
Lane decided to move against the SLC, in spite of a plea from
the Chicago Federation of Labor that he wait until the yards were
fully organized and the racial turmoil had subsided. In the midst
of the riot and of strikes against the resulting military occupation
of the yards. Lane announced the formation of District Council 9,
with jurisdiction over all butcher workmen in the stockyards re¬
gion. The international union had created a direct rival of the
SLC."5

To compensate for the numerical superiority of the large immi¬
grant locals, the new council allowed five representatives per
union, regardless of size. This assured the department-based lo¬
cals and the meat cutter locals, which were also included in the
council, a majority of delegates. District 9's strongest support
came from these meat cutter locals, which resented the domi¬
nance of the packinghouse unions in the international. Most
packinghouse workers, however, including many in the depart¬
ment-based locals, rejected the plan and remained loyal to the
SLC. As a result, fourteen local unions, representing the
overwhelming majority of butcher workmen and virtually all of
the Slavic common laborers, were expelled from the Amal¬
gamated."^

The confusion which the conflict caused can only be imagined.
The important cattle butchers' local, for example, was claimed by
both District 9 and the Labor Council. An ethnic split in the hog
butchers' union, which remained loyal to the SLC, provided an
opportunity for the Amalgamated to charter a rival union. In Sep¬
tember 1919 the Labor Council turned out fifteen thousand men

and women to demonstrate opposition to the new council. The
following month both councils put out newspapers called The
Packing House Worker in which they attacked one another as trai¬
tors to the butcher workmen's cause. At this point, most of the
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skilled allied trades which had been affiliated with the Labor
Council seceded to establish the Mechanical Trades Council.
Now there were three separate labor councils in the yards. To
further complicate matters, the leaders of the two black packing¬
house locals went with District 9, providing another potential
source for racial conflict just at the time when the Labor Council
was working for a diminution of the hostility generated by the
riot."^

Underlying the factional dispute between the two councils was
a growing nativism within some sections of the Amalgamated.
The union's 1917 convention, anticipating an influx of immigrant
packinghouse workers, had ratified a resolution allowing the pub¬
lication of organizers' reports in Polish, Lithuanian, and Bohemi¬
an as well as German and English. Eventually, as Mexicans
started entering the industry, a Spanish column was added to the
union's journal. The 1920 convention, however, bolstered by
delegates from District 9, passed a "100 percent American" reso¬
lution. This stipulated that all officers, local as well as interna¬
tional, must be U.S. citizens. At the end of 1921, with the
union's packinghouse base eroding rapidly, the immigrant
foreign-language columns disappeared from the Butcher U'or/--

Factionalism among the stockyards unions was symptomatic of
a broader conflict which divided Chicago's labor movement and
others throughout the country in what has come to be called the
Red Scare. In Chicago the progressive leadership and majority
of the city's labor federation were challenged by an increasingly
vocal conservative faction identified with "patriotic" forces in the
postwar years. While the progressives remained firmly in control,
incessant conflict within the federation certainly weakened the la¬
bor movement at a time when it was under attack in many indus¬
tries.

Chicago labor's factional conflict is reflected in the columns of
the New Majority, the federation's* official journal, and The Vnion-
ist, an opposition paper. The New Majority called lor recognition
of the Soviet government, establishment of a workers' republic in
Ireland, and an independent labor government for Chicago. The
¿/»/Ö««/attacked the federation's leadership and the New Majority,
which it portrayed as part of the "Bolshevist movement in Chi-
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cago." The paper counseled workers against strikes and warned
of a "Bolshevist conspiracy" to destroy the city's labor movement.
''The Unionist has always hewn to the straight line," the paper edi¬
torialized, "standing up for decency, conservatism, and arbitration
in all controversies between capital and labor. ... It has always
been opposed to the red flag, to bomb throwing, anarchy and that
sort of proceeding. "'2°

Financial backing for The Unionist is not clear, but the paper
was certainly sympathetic to the labor federation's right wing.
Editorials blasted Fitzpatrick but defended Simon O'Donnell, the
corrupt president of the Chicago Building Trades Council. The
paper also printed ads for Standard Oil, the Endicott-Johnson
shoe company, and other large corporations. Many of these dealt
with company unions and corporate welfare measures. For an arti¬
cle on industrial relations, the paper turned to John Calder, archi¬
tect of the personnel program at Swift and Company. Many
columns were filled with reprinted articles by conservative intel¬
lectuals and labor leaders.'^'

At the beginning of 1920 it looked as though a compromise en¬
gineered by Fitzpatrick and the CFL might end the conflict
between District 9 and the SLC. The two councils agreed to dis¬
solve so that an election could be held to constitute a new District
9. An election, the federation reasoned, would wipe the slate
clean and allow for a new organizing campaign to rebuild the
badly splintered movement.The workers voted overwhelm¬
ingly to retain the SLC leadership, and a special convention was
held to plan the reconstruction process. Speaking before the con¬
vention, Jack Johnstone called for reconciliation and hard work.
"We have all buried the hatchet and we have nothing left before
us except to organize the packing industry and we are going to do
the job up right."'"

The Amalgamated, however, refused to accept the results and
continued to support the old District 9. Before this problem could
be worked out, a new scandal hit the movement. Johnstone came
before the CFL with charges filed by a member of Kikulski's own
local that the Polish organizer had embezzled a substantial sum of
money raised by the Polish and Lithuanian laborers' locals to sup¬
port striking butcher workmen in Detroit. Kikulski had left Chi¬
cago with $7,000 but never showed up in Detroit. Brother
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Szafranski, treasurer of Local 554, who had also been involved in
the transaction, resigned shortly after Kikulski's departure and re¬
turned to Poland. The exact details of the embezzlement
remained obscure because the local's books were locked in a safe
for which no one could find the key.

In the midst of all the confusion, Kikulski suddenly changed
sides. Resigning from the Stockyards Labor Council and taking a
large proportion of the council's Polish and Lithuanian member¬
ship with him, he was immediately elected president of the
Amalgamated's old District 9. Now he turned on Johnstone with
countercharges of mismanagement. A CFL trial committee ex¬
onerated Johnstone and found Kikulski guilty, but this seemed to
have little effect on his following among the Slavic laborers, who
remained loyal to their leader. Charges and countercharges flew
until, in the spring of 1920, the conflict became deadly. Kikulski
was shot to death in broad daylight on the street near his home.
He was replaced by Stanley Rokosz, who had organized Polish
steelworkers during the 1919 strike, but Rokosz was also killed—
beaten to death with a baseball bat near the stockyards. Responsi¬
bility for the murders was never established. Leaders on both
sides were shot at and slandered as the packinghouse workers'
stmggle for organization sank into a series of personal vendet¬
tas.'^^

Although the SLC had established a solid reputation in the im¬
migrant community, much of its success in retaining the loyalty of
the immigrant laborers was bound up with Kikulski's position in
the community and his charismatic leadership. His defection and
subsequent death left a gaping hole in the movement. Disil¬
lusioned by unfavorable arbitration awards, the unsuccessful or¬
ganizing drive, the riot, and factional conflict, many immigrant
workers dropped out. Those who remained had shifted their alle¬
giance to District 9 when Kikulski became its president. In
February, under pressure from the AFL Executive Council, the
SLC locals voluntarily resigned from the Chicago Federation of
Labor. Having lost its mass immigrant base by the summer of
1920, the Stockyards Labor Council faded away.

In practical terms the factional conflict resulted in a rapid de¬
generation of organization in the yards. The union treasury fell
from almost $150,000 in August 1919 to less than $35,000 in May
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1920, while membership declined from about 68,000 in No¬
vember 1919 to less than 40,000 one year later. Most disastrous
was the total failure to organize black workers. By December
1921, on the eve of a general strike in the industry, the member¬
ship of black Local 651 had fallen to 112, of whom only 49 were
in good standing. In the vacuum created by the race riot and the
conflict between the Amalgamated and the SLC, the packers con¬
solidated their position in the black community and prepared to
run their industry free of union influence.

The war years offered butcher workmen and -women a splendid
opportunity to organize and fight for improvements in the quality
of life, and their short-term achievements were considerable—the
eight-hour day, increases in real wages, and some reassertion of
shop-floor power. In the two years following the war's end, how¬
ever, their organization splintered along racial, ethnic, and fac¬
tional lines.

From its inception, the structure of union organization had
reinforced divisions inherent in the labor market and in the com¬

munity. Unlike the departmental structure of the 1900-1904
period, which mixed workers of various racial and ethnic back¬
grounds and skill levels, the Labor Council's community-based
locals divided black from white and new immigrant from old,
while most of the skilled butchers entered the department locals.
This separation inhibited the kind of socialization which had suc¬
cessfully integrated Slavic immigrants into the movement in the
early twentieth century. The structure also accentuated the objec¬
tive differences in wages and conditions between skilled and un¬
skilled.

The most dramatic example of this fragmentation appeared in
the 1919 race riot, which certainly retarded unionization. Yet the
racial conflict of the postwar years was rooted as much in com¬
munity as in work-related problems. Competition between
Canaryville and the Black Belt for housing and political power, as
well as the violent legacy of black-Irish confrontations in earlier
labor disputes, set the stage for the race riot. This tense situation
was manipulated by the packers, who maximized their influence
in the Black Belt through paternalism and disrupted interracial or¬
ganization in the plants through victimization of union members.
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Paternalism solidified propacker sentiment in the black communi¬
ty, while the agitation of antiunion blacks increased racial tensions
in the plants. The Stockyards Labor Council, the CFL leader¬
ship, and many rank-and-file activists—black and white—fought
the rising tide of racism, but lost.

Finally, government arbitration weakened the butcher work¬
men's movement in the long run. By focusing all attention on a

temporary institution—the arbitration court—the hearings drew
energy away from the vital trask of organizing and from the inevi¬
table conflict over recognition. The arbitration agreement
outlawed shop-floor organization and enlisted the efforts of union
leaders in avoiding strikes and maximizing production. Since the
Stockyards Labor Council and the Amalgamated were divided
over the question of extending the agreement, the question of ar¬
bitration also fueled the bitter factional conflict between the two

groups. When the struggle with the packers finally came in the
winter of 1921, the butcher workmen's movement was at its
weakest, and the packers moved in for the kill.
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7
The Packers' Offensive,

1921-22

World Events of the past few years demonstrated as never
before that co-operation is one of the greatest factors in achieving
anything worthwhile. The meat packing industry has reached the
point where there must be greater co-operation between employers
and employees.

J. Ogden Armour,
March 17, 192 T

The patrolmen have been instructed not to shoot unless
necessary. They have been advised to use their clubs and fists
freely. However, they have also been told that if the occasion
should arise for shooting, they must shoot quickly and accurately.
That policy has had excellent results already.

Captain Russell, Stockyards Police,
Decembers, 192H

Frederick Winslow Taylor and other proponents of the reform
movement we now associate with the term "scientific manage¬
ment" argued for their views with the enthusiasm common to ail
visionaries. And in the early years of this century, Taylor and
other management reformers won a small following among Ameri¬
can employers, notably in the metal trades. Hoping to neutralize
unions in their shops and, of course, to increase productivity,
these businessmen welcomed a new breed of professional manag¬
ers. Welfare specialists designed schemes to improve the quality
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of the work environment as well as the public image of their cor¬
porations. Personnel experts studied labor relations to pinpoint
problem areas and reduce labor turnover. Production engineers
studied the work process itself, and many firms adopted new in¬
centive pay systems.^

Until the World War I years, however, scientific management
was largely a failure. Instead of bringing labor peace into shops
where they were introduced, the reforms frequently precipitated
conflict. Most employers, like the packers, simply ignored the
ideas. Yet by the early 1920s, all of the major packers and corpora¬
tions in most sectors of the economy had not only introduced
many of these reforms but had gone beyond them to implement
elaborate employee representation systems.'* What accounts for
this rapid transformation of management theory and practice.^

The packers' neglect of scientific management principles was
rooted in the favorable employment conditions they enjoyed,
along with other employers of unskilled labor, throughout most of
the early twentieth century. The 1904 strike had brought a flurry
of piecemeal reforms in its wake but nothing like a comprehen¬
sive personnel policy.^ The normal situation in packing—
thousands of workers searching for jobs and little or no trade
union organization—meant that the packers had little interest in
new ideas. Having created a huge pool of common labor and
crushed the Amalgamated, they had little need or desire to exper¬
iment.

Like many other employers in manufacturing industries, the
packers discovered a new interest in management reforms during
World War I. Their sudden burst of interest sprang from the labor
problems they faced during and immediately after the war. The
labor shortage, the Stockyards Labor Council's aggressive recruit¬
ing, and the reemergence of shop-floor organization all pressed
the packers to devote more attention to winning and holding their
employees' loyalty, if only to regain the upper hand. In this
sense, workers' organization helped to reshape management
psychology and to produce the first major wave of personnel
management reforms in the industry's history.^

But the new strategy turned on more than a benevolent image.
Management practice had indeed changed, but its opposition to
labor unions had not. If the new welfare and incentive systems
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represented one side of the so-called American Plan, the other
was a ruthless suppression of all independent labor organization.

The war years had presented the packers with a dilemma:
tremendous increases in demand offered the opportunity for
unusually large profits, but the labor shortage and trade union or¬
ganization brought threats to management control. In the case of
packing, government arbitration offered a temporary solution, but
the early 1920s brought a constriction in the market for meat
products and a sharp decline in prices. If wages were to be re¬
duced, it was imperative to rid the industry of unions and to suf)-
plement them with a more tractable form of employee representa¬
tion. The new departure in management psychology signaled by
the advent of the American Plan throughout industry combined
sophisticated welfare policies and company unions with a firm de¬
cision to destroy trade union organization.

THE ECONOMIC CRISIS

Rather than collapsing under the weight of rapid deflation and the
speedy return of four million men to the labor force, the Ameri¬
can economy boomed in the first year after the war. Prices contin¬
ued to rise in 1919, though at a somewhat slower pace than during
the war, and investment remained steady. Both prices and invest¬
ment began to fall the following year, however, and by 1921 the
country had entered a serious depression which threw hundreds
of thousands of men and women out of work. ^

A short-term decline in meat consumption as well as prices ag¬
gravated conditions in packing. Prices fell hard in the course of
1920 and reached 1917 levels by the following year. Employment
also declined precipitously to prewar levels. The number of pack¬
inghouse workers in Chicago fell from forty-five thousand in 1919
to twenty-seven thousand in 1921, a decline of 40 percent. Now
many Packingtown families reentered the familiar world of unem¬
ployment and poverty. For those working, however, wages
remained at the highest level in the history of the industry—
fifty-three cents per hour for common labor. These high wage lev¬
els were largely the result of the upward pressure exerted by la¬
bor organization and government arbitration. Industry analysts
claimed that by the end of 1920, profits had fallen to a 1.5 percent
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return on investment. One large packer reported losses of thirty
million dollars by the end of the following year, while another
claimed eight million. The main problem, the packers argued,
was high wages. The National Provisioner for the industry in
the summer of 1921: "The element of wages is one of the big fac¬
tors, if not the biggest, that will have to be taken into considera¬
tion in any solution of the operating cost problem."''

So long as government arbitration served their purposes, the
big packers saw little need to develop special strategies to pacify
their workers. Arbitration undercut any large-scale strike action
and gave the packers time to consolidate their strength. With the
financial pressure generated by falling prices in the course of 1920,
however, arbitration became an obstacle to cutting costs. Judge Al-
schuler rejected the packers' November 1920 demand for a return
to the ten-hour day, and packinghouse labor costs remained steady
while those in many other industries declined. In February 1921
the Big Five repudiated their agreement with the Mediation C^om-
mission and the following month announced an eight-cent-per-
hour wage cut and reintroduction of the ten-hour day.

Despite strong rank-and-file pressure for a strike, the Amal-
gamated's leadership appealed once again to the government to
mediate a settlement. A strike authorization vote and the pledge
of support from ten craft unions with jurisdiction in the yards
strengthened Secretary Lane's bargaining position. Government
officials worked out a compromise: the unions would accept the
wage cut in exchange for maintenance of the eight-hour day and
an extension of the arbitration agreement for six more months.
Once again the union postponed the inevitable conflict over

recognition. Judge Alschuler's rejection of a request for a further
wage reduction in July 1921 only strengthened the packers'
resolve to gain a free hand in dealing with the industry's financial
problems. Both sides prepared for a confrontation when the Al-
schuler administration closed up shop in September.

THE WELFARE STRATEGY AND EMPLOYEE
REPRESENTATION

The experience of the wartime labor shortage and union organiza¬
tion, followed immediately by this postwar depression, en-
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couraged a fundamental reform of packinghouse labor policies.
Most of the major packers had established their own industrial re¬
lations departments by 1917 to direct welfare work and develop
more systematic personnel management policies. In 1920 the In¬
stitute of American Meat Packers, the industry's national trade as¬
sociation, set up its own standing Committee on Industrial Rela¬
tions, which coordinated the activities of industrial relations
departments in each of the firms and commissioned an extensive
study of "labor waste" in the industry. The committee also
served as a forum for professional personnel managers who advo¬
cated a more "scientific" approach to the industry's labor prob¬
lems."

By far the most innovative of the large packers, Swift took the
lead and designed an industrial relations department characteristic
in strategy and structure of those eventually adopted by most of the
Big Five. The department was divided into five divisions: Employ¬
ment, Medical, Training, Working Conditions, and Social Service.
The Employment Division developed standard job descriptions,
maintained a "demand list" of positions open in the plant, and
coordinated hiring, placement, advancement, and dismissal in an
effort to "find the right man for the right job." This division also
analyzed labor turnover figures to pinpoint problem areas in the
firm's policies and to stabilize the work force.

The Medical Division presided over an expanded health and
safety program, while the Training Division concentrated on in¬
structing plant management in more modern techniques. John
Calder, Swift's personnel mastermind, developed an elaborate
foreman training program. By the fall of 1920, 3,200 Swift super¬
visors and foremen had completed a sixteen-week course and
1,400 more were just beginning.

The Working Conditions Division had only limited prerogatives
during the period of government arbitration, but greatly expanded
its activities following the development of an employee represen¬
tation plan. This division was primarily responsible for improving
the quality of the work environment.

The broadest range of activities was reserved for the Social Ser¬
vice Division, which was responsible for housing and community
activities, the Stockyards Community Clearing House, social sur-
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veys, the pension program, Americanization, and recreation. It
was this division which established the Stock Yards Day Nursery
on Ashland Avenue near the entrance to the yards, where sixty
children of working mothers were cared for daily. Swift's Premi¬
ums, 1920 champions of the Colored YMCA Baseball League,
were supported with Social Service funds, as were the Swift
Efficiency Club at the Wabash Avenue YMCA and the Efficiency
Club Singers. For immigrant workers, the Social Service Division
offered free Americanization classes at noontime in various depart¬
ments throughout the plant. By May 1922 nearly five hundred
workers had been taught by volunteers from the United Ameri¬
cans. This patriotic group considered Swift's to be the most suc¬
cessful of the fifty plant programs in which it conducted classes.

The struggle between the packers and the union for the loyalty
of the butcher workmen and -women was fundamentally ideologi¬
cal. The packers sought to prove not only that harmonious rela¬
tions were possible but that, indeed, workers' interests were tied
to those of their employers. To accomplish this end, the packers
marshaled a whole range of programs aimed at shaping the con¬
sciousness of their employees.

There were, of course, economic strategies. One way in which
a worker might come to identify more closely with his employer
was through stock ownership. Introduced by Swift at the turn of
the century, such plans were adopted by most of the major pack¬
ers by the early twenties. By 1909 Swift already had two thousand
employee shareholders, though most of these were white-collar
and salaried employees. In 1909 the firm announced a new stock
option plan specifically designed to attract production workers,
particularly the more skilled and stable portion of the work force.
Employees could buy shares with a 10 percent cash down pay¬
ment and were given two years in which to pay the balance. Five
percent interest was due on this, but the employee shareholder
received quarterly dividends while paying on it. While the option
price was considerably lower than the market price, the amount of
stock each employee could subscribe for varied with his or her
weekly wage. The plan also required a worker to be employed
with the firm continuously for at least six months in order to take
part. These mies made it impossible for some common laborers to
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own stock even if they thought they could pay for it. Yet a sub¬
stantial number of workers did become "part-owners" of Swift
and Company. Louis Swift announced at the corporation's annual
meeting in 1921 that, counting those still paying for shares under
the stock option, half of the firm's forty thousand sharehold¬
ers were employees, meaning that one-third of Swift's sixty-
thousand workers owned stock. The National Provisioner ex¬

plained how the plan not only encouraged thrift and planning but
also helped to stabilize industrial relations. "A union man is not so
quick to strike," the journal observed, "when he owns stock in
the company against which he is striking."'*^

The other packers followed Swift's lead. Morris and Company
established a profit-sharing plan just after the war, which set aside
5 percent of the company's net earnings for distribution to em¬
ployees. Workers subscribed a portion of their paychecks and re¬
ceived profit-sharing certificates in return. A quarter of a million
dollars was dispensed in the course of 1919. "It is a combination
of thrift and the wages system," the National Provisioner ex¬
plained, "designed to give the workers a 'stake' in the business
and to establish closer human contact between the working force
and the company." Armour followed with a stock option plan in
1923 and Wilson fell in line the following year.'^

In addition to these financial strategies, the packers tried to so¬
cialize workers with a barrage of propaganda booklets, leaflets,
talks, classes, and plant newspapers. Both Swift and Armour put
out pamphlets explaining their employee representation systems
and urging workers to participate. Swift set up a social training
program for its representatives. In the fall of 1921, Armour
distributed to each of its employees a special leaflet, printed in
five languages, complete with simple graphs and statistics, to
demonstrate that a wage cut was essential if the firm was to sur¬
vive and workers were to save their jobs. Executives and person¬
nel managers addressed employees on company time to explain
policies and argue for closer cooperation between workers and
bosses.'^

Americanization programs proliferated in the plants. The spec¬
tacle at Wilson and Company on Flag Day in 1920 is suggestive of
activities elsewhere. The drive for "100 percent Americanism"
was launched with a brass band, a big parade, and patriotic songs.
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Thousands of loyalty leaflets were distributed. (The scene was
fraught with irony, however. Disappointed organizers noted that
few of the immigrants joined in the songs—presumably because
they did not know the words—and many of the leaflets went un¬
read, since they were printed in English.) Americanization and
citizenship classes emphasized not only the importance of natural¬
ization, participation in the electoral process, and separation of
church and state, but also the central position of private property
in the American system and the threat to it posed by Bolshevism.
Professional "Americanizers" employed the "same methods as
the Reds" but to combat radicalism.'^

By far the most ambitious propaganda projects were the plant
newspapers that most large packers established during 1921 in the
same period when they introduced employee representation sys¬
tems. What did such papers actually contain.? Much of the Swift
Arrow during the early twenties was taken up with announce¬
ments of births, deaths, marriages, anniversaries, retirements, and
vacations. The paper also publicized the firm's various welfare
programs, so many columns were filled with baseball and bowling
scores, the dates and times of club meetings and classes, company
union election results, and announcements of employee awards
for continuous service and efficiency.

Butythe company newspaper had a far more important function
than siiTiply presenting news and information. It was designed to
carry the packers' message to their employees, to argue for a com¬
munity of interest between labor and capital, and to extol the vir¬
tues of the American economic system. "This is the first edition
of YOUR NEWSPAPER," the Swift Arrow declared as if to con¬
vince itself as well as its readers. "It is YOUR PAPER in every

respect. The claim begins to sound hollow, however, as
one looks beyond the papers' mundane news and announcements
to analyze their more substantive articles. These clearly suggest
that such papers were the voices not of the industry's workers but
of its management.

Swift put its message across in a number of ways. A serialized
novel told the story of a Russian immigrant who, rejecting the
Bolshevism of his fellows, made good through a life of hard work.
The story of a Swift executive who had worked his way up from
the bottom ran alongside the news that a black machine operator
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had set a new production record for sewing bags in the company's
glue plant. The moral, apparently, was that the journey from glue
factory to boardroom was only a matter of time and hard work.
Throughout the early twenties, in the midst of the industry's
financial crisis, the Arrow ran a fascinating popular economics
series designed to introduce workers to the problems faced by
management. The series, entitled "The Truth about Swift and
Company," happened to appear for the first time on the occasion
of the company's November 1921 wage cut. Later articles were
entitled "Business Trend Must Affect All: Workers and Manage¬
ment Have Common Interests in Prosperity and Depression" and
"Role of Manager Vital: Russia Learns Mistake of Trying to Run
Enterprise Without Leadership." A March 1922 article was illus¬
trated with a representation of Swift's financial statement in
Polish and Lithuanian as well as English. Several articles were de¬
voted to the theme of work as the basis of civilization and prog¬
ress. The packers had long tried to counter calls for government
regulation with advertising campaigns aimed at consumers. Now
they felt the need to sell their employees on their management
and on the whole system of American enterprise. While the most
dramatic engagements of the packers' offensive were fought in
the streets of Packingtown during the winter of 1921-22, this
ideological dimension of their conflict with unionism was no less
significant.

The cornerstone of the packers' drive against the unions was
employee representation, or company unionism. While welfare
work was designed to minimize workers' grievances and increase
their identification with the firm, company unions provided a
nominally representative structure which could compete directly
with the union for workers' loyalties. Ideally, these company
unions would provide an aura of industrial democracy, a feeling
among workers that they could exert some influence over com¬

pany policy or at least be consulted in its formulation.
The idea of company unionism was not a product of the twen¬

ties. International Harvester, John D. Rockefeller's Colorado
Fuel and Iron Company, and a few other large firms had intro¬
duced company unions before World War I. During the war, the
War Labor Board ordered 125 employers to set up representative
shop committees, and some corporations retained these commit-
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tees after the conflict. The President's Industrial Conference
Board strongly supported employee representation in its October
1919 report, and by the end of that year 145 companies had set up
programs covering 403,765 workers. The concept really took hold,
however, in the following three years, so that by 1922 almost
700,000 workers in 385 companies were covered by employee
representation systems. The greatest growth came among the
country's largest employers. Of the 1,400,000 workers in company
unions by 1927, 850,000 worked for firms employing 15,000 or
more workers.^'

In packing too the roots of company unionism lie in the war¬
time labor situation. In 1917, Wilson and Company set up "prog¬
ress committees" in its Chicago plant, composed of equal
numbers of management representatives and production workers.
This committee system was extended to all of the company's
plants the following year. Progress committees only handled those
problems not included under the jurisdiction of the government
arbitrator, but with the end of arbitration in the fall of 1921 they
were reconstituted as Joint Representative Committees and man¬
dated to consider all matters involving the welfare of Wilson em¬
ployees. In 1918 Swift began experimenting with representation
systems at its Jersey City, Toronto, and Winnipeg plants, which
were not covered under the government mediation agreement.^'

The real emergence of company unionism in packing, however,
came only with the decline of the government arbitration plan.
The packers used the period between February 1921, when they
signed their last arbitration agreement, and the following Sep¬
tember, when the government withdrew completely, to set up
structures parallel to the unions. These employee representation
systems would fill the vacuum left when the packers destroyed la¬
bor organization in the industry. The final arbitration agreement
was signed in February, and the first of the company-wide plans
appeared at Armour within a few weeks. Over the next several
months, plans were introduced and refined at all the other major
firms with the exception of the ailing Morris and Company.

On the surface at least, the plans appeared to be little models
of democracy. While the packers gave them different names,
their general characteristics were similar. Most consisted of a na¬
tional body with jurisdiction over the entire system (at Armour,
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the General Conference Board) and subordinate bodies based at
the plant (Plant Conference Boards) and department (Divisional
Committees) levels, all of which consisted of equal numbers of
salaried and wage representatives. While the salaried delegates
were appointed by management, those representing the employ¬
ees were elected. Any person exercising managerial authority—
foremen and timekeepers, for example—could not run for office.
Representatives were elected for one-year terms and could be re¬
called. Any worker had the right to bring a problem before the
Divisional Committee or Plant Conference Board by submitting
the case to a supervisor, either directly or through his or her
representative. It was the supervisor's responsibility to bring the
case to the attention of the department superintendent. The case
might be settled at this stage or referred to either the Divisional
Committee or Conference Board. In case of a tie, the matter was

referred to the general superintendent, who alone had the power
to convene the company's General Conference Board. If this body
became deadlocked, the matter was referred to arbitration by a

mutually acceptable third party, though this seems rarely to have
happened.'^

Yet the plans were much less democratic in practice than they
at first appear to be. How representative were the representatives,
for example.^ In her study of industrial relations in packing Edna
Clark found that representatives tended to be drawn from among
the most loyal production workers. Those elected at Armour were

particularly unpopular because of their reputation as "company
men." While the qualifications for nomination appear minimal,
they were fairly restrictive within the context of the packinghouse
labor force. In effect, they excluded large numbers of workers.
To run for office one had to be a wage worker, a citizen of the
United States, at least twenty-one years of age, and an employee
of the company continuously for six months to a year before the
election. The prospective candidate had also to speak, read, and
write English. The combined effect of seasonal layoffs, the cit¬
izenship provision, and the literacy requirements excluded many
immigrant workers from participation. And it is clear that the
union had its strongest base among the very group most unlikely
to be nominated—the recent immigrants.

Employee representatives at the various plants were remarkably
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similar in terms of personal characteristics. At Swift's Chicago
plant, the average age was a bit over thirty-seven, at Armour's
Chicago plant, forty-one and a half, and at Cudahy's four plants
nationwide, forty-three. Average length of service for these same
three groups ranged from seven and a half years at Swift to eleven
years at Cudahy. In spite of the large proportion of eastern Euro¬
peans in the industry's labor force in these years, few Slavic
names show up in the lists of employee representatives. Of the
twenty-four men (no women) elected as representatives to the
first committee which set up the system at Armour, fifteen were
born in the United States. (See appendix B.) Of the nine foreign-
born, two came from Canada, two from Ireland, and three from
Germany. One was an American born in Mexico. Of the three
representatives with Slavic names, only one was foreign-born, a
Russian Pole who was a laborer in the butterine department. The
preponderance of native-born representatives in an industry
staffed largely by immigrants can be explained in part by the
plan's restrictions, but the virtual absence of Polish and
Lithuanian immigrants might also reflect the strength of union
loyalty among these groups. Of the twenty-four representatives,
eighteen were at least forty years old. Fourteen had worked for
Armour a minimum of ten years, and eight of the men in the
group were thirty-year veterans. In an industry characterized by
high turnover and including large numbers of recent immigrants
and migrant blacks, these workers clearly represented only the
most stable element in the labor force. They were hardly
representative of the typical packinghouse workers.

Participation in and support for company unions is difficult to
gauge. The packers claimed that 80 to 90 percent of those eligible
to vote in the initial elections in May and June 1921 did so and
that the general reaction was one of enthusiastic support. The
unions insisted that participation was much lower. The whole
idea of company unionism, they argued, violated the spirit of the
government arbitration agreement. Clearly, some of those workers
who did participate in the elections did so under duress. Voting
was often done under the watchful eye of the timekeeper, who
recorded the check numbers of those who refused to vote. In
some cases balloting was personally supervised by foremen, po¬
licemen, and assistant general managers. Some workers still
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refused to take part. In one cattle-killing department, only two
skilled butchers and twenty-one laborers (less than half of the
gang) voted. The union claimed that the superintendent cursed
the men, saying, "Someone here is going to get fired.

Yet some workers did support the plans, so these organizations
must have served some purpose. What were the functions of the
company union so far as workers in the plants were concerned.^
To the select few who became representatives, the company
union offered an avenue of upward mobility, a ladder that might
carry one off the bench and into, if not the boardroom, perhaps at
least a foreman's position. While there are no data available on
the advancement of employee representatives, the packers clearly
saw the plans as a source for the recruitment of lower-level
management. Such recruitment was in the packers' interests not
only because it provided a psychological bridge between the role
of production worker and that of foreman, but also because it
stimulated participation in the plans by enhancing the position of
the representative in the eyes of other workers. There were also
more immediate benefits. Regular meetings, occasional trips to
other plants, and emergencies offered the "company man"
respites from his labor on the killing floor or in the freezer. The
representatives also wielded a measure of real power over their
fellow workers. They were in a position to "put in a good word"
for those who curried their favor and to even scores with those
who crossed them. An extreme example of this is the authority
given to the Armour Conference Board following the 1921-22
strike to decide which strikers should be rehired and which black¬
listed. Company unions in other industries did the same kind of
work for their employers, and this underscores the influence
which representatives could exercise over the fates of their fellow
workers. While such influence undoubtedly earned them the un¬
dying hatred of some, it probably won them the envious suppon
of others.^®

What did the company union offer the average worker who was
not a representative.^ An analysis of cases submitted for considera¬
tion by plant assemblies gives some clues. Data for cases filed at
the Swift and Armour plants in Chicago in the period immediately
following the introduction of the plans suggest that some workers
saw the company union as a viable means of settling their
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grievances and improving their work environment. Workers used
the grievance procedure in both plants. One hundred and forty-
nine matters were handled by the Armour Conference Board in its
first four months of existence, while the Swift representatives set¬
tled a total of 865 cases in approximately two years. Swift claimed
to have settled 1,800 cases by 1925. The data also suggest that
workers gained some satisfaction from the system. According to
the companies' tabulations, 56 percent of the cases were settled in
the employee's favor at Armour, 68 percent at Swift.

It is important, however, to consider the types of cases handled
by company unions within the context of power relations in the
plants. Most of the cases can be broken down into two broad
categories: the innocuous ones which lent themselves to fairly
simple and inexpensive solutions and which were often not really
grievances at all; and conflict cases, those which clearly pitted
worker against management over an issue of importance to both
parties. Examples of the first sort of case are requests or sugges¬
tions concerning safety, recreation, and food service, questions
about pensions, and problems with workmen's compensation. Ex¬
amples of the more provocative cases are disputes with foremen,
protests regarding work rules, problems regarding lateness and ab¬
senteeism, and claims for adjustments in hours and wages. In
both firms, well over one-third of the cases may be classified as in¬
nocuous. At Swift, more than 300 of the 865 cases involved em¬

ployee accommodations or health and comfort. Almost 400, how¬
ever, involved disputes over wages, hours, or management policy
and practice. Without exact figures on how many of the more im¬
portant cases each side won, it is impossible to say whether work¬
ers exercised any influence at all over fundamental aspects of their
work situations. It may be that employees won most of those
cases involving health and safety and lost most of those involving
hours, wages, and discipline.^"

One firm conclusion that can be drawn from an analysis of the
programs is that the balance of power was tipped decisively in the
packers' favor. Aside from the more or less subtle influences af¬
fecting the psychology of workers making decisions in the pres¬
ence of their bosses, there were structural characteristics of the
systems which assured management control. Management and
employees voted separately but as units. A majority in both units
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made the vote unanimous. In case of a tie between the units at
the department or plant level, the general superintendent de¬
cided whether or not the case should be referred to the General
Conference Board. While employee representatives were elected
and might represent a spectrum of worker views, management
representatives were appointed and were certainly expected to
vote according to company policy. Management also chaired
meetings of the various representative bodies.^'

Hence, while company unions did provide workers with a way
to affect their working conditions, management continued to con¬
trol the most fundamental aspects of production. In packing, as in
the economy in general, company unionism conveyed an image
of industrial democracy but "sustained a system that granted
management full authority over the terms of employment.

PACKER PATERNALISM IN THE BLACK COMMUNITY

The packers also tailored their welfare programs to conditions
among black workers in their efforts to retain blacks' loyalty in the
event of a strike. The Efficiency Clubs were particularly effective
tools for influencing black migrants, many of whom found them¬
selves in a strange, hostile environment, searching for recreation
and sociability. The clubs served as the basis for choral groups,
picnic outings. Liberty Loan campaigns, and sports programs.
Many black workers organized their social lives around them. The
Wabash Avenue YMCA's Industrial Baseball League included
eight teams of black packinghouse workers, who played before
twelve thousand spectators in 1918. There can be little question
but that the clubs, which advocated efficient work and employee
loyalty, had an influence in the community. Attendance at their
regular meetings during the first nine months of 1920 alone was
over five thousand.

Far more important than such cultural influence, however, was
the direct economic control which the packers wielded in the
Black Belt. By the end of the war, one-half of all black industrial
workers earned their livelihoods at Union Stockyards. The role of
packinghouse wages became especially critical in the face of
heavy unemployment during the 1921—22 depression, when
perhaps as many as twenty thousand black workers were unem-
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ployed. Packinghouse employment represented a good job at a
time when any kind of job was hard to find.^'*

It is true that as a confrontation with the packers approached
black trade unionists once again rallied to the cause. Six hundred
attended a mass meeting called by the Amalgamated at Unity
Hall, in the heart of the Black Belt, and established an organizing
committee which included representatives from the Brotherhood
of Sleeping Car Porters, the Hotel and Restaurant Employees,
and the Musicians, as well as the Butcher Workmen.^®

But such groups represented only a small minority in the com¬
munity. The union found few supporters among the "respectable
elements" in the Black Belt. Most middle-class and professional
blacks urged workers to remain loyal to the packers. Ministers
preached about the dangers of unionism and the benevolence of
the employers. Reverend Charles Dixon, a black minister him¬
self, claimed that preachers and editors cleared their sermons and
editorials with the Wabash Avenue YMCA, which also served as a

conduit for packer subsidies. On the Sunday before the strike
started fifteen black unionists visited the fifteen largest churches
in the Black Belt and found that in all but one the minister read a

letter from the packers urging workers to disregard the strike call.
The following Thursday a union organizer went to the home of
each of the fifteen ministers in the hopes of presenting the
union's side of the story, but he found none of them home. Fi¬
nally, a housekeeper explained that all of the ministers had been
called to an urgent meeting with representatives of the packers at
the offices of Armour and Company.

In the end, the combined burden of black middle-class opposi¬
tion, employer paternalism, high unemployment, and the legacy of
the race riot proved too much. The Amalgamated's efforts and
those of its allies in the black community had little lasting effect.
Just before the strike Local 65rs membership stood at just over one
hundred. The butcher workmen and -women faced the prospect of
a long, bitter strike with their ranks divided on the issue of race.

THE 1921-22 STRIKE

As the economy contracted in the course of 1921, placing pressure
on employers to cut costs and driving national unemployment up
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to over 20 percent, the wartime labor upsurge of which the pack¬
inghouse workers' movement was a part collapsed. Now manage¬
ment assumed the offensive. Nineteen twenty-two was a year of
wage cuts and the extension of employee representation plans,
but it was also a year of strikes and lockouts. The number of
striking and locked-out workers, which had declined since 1919,
rose sharply in 1922 to 8.3 percent of the industrial work force. A
total of 1,613,000 workers struck to preserve their organizations
against employer attacks. Many strikes which were nominally over
the issue of wages were, in effect, life and death battles for the
unions involved. More often than not, such battles were lost. So
it was with the strike of 45,000 workers in thirteen packing
centers across the country. The strike started at the end of 1921
and dragged on through February of the new year.^®

The packers' version of the American Plan, like those in many
other industries, employed a stick along with the carrot of welfar¬
ism. With their reorganized industrial relations departments and
employee representation plans in place, the packers turned on the
unions. The Amalgamated held a national packinghouse confer¬
ence in mid-August and developed a set of demands calling for
maintenance of the wages and conditions in effect and arbitration
of any disagreements, demands that were minimal and in keeping
with the Amalgamated's reliance on arbitration. The union sub¬
mitted them in early September to the packers, who simply ig¬
nored them. When the long-awaited wage cut finally came in No¬
vember, it was as much a declaration of war on the union as a

financial expedient. Rather than simply announce the cuts, most
large packers presented them to their company unions. After be¬
ing subjected to an intensive media campaign designed to demon¬
strate the industry's dire financial straits, employee representa¬
tives dutifully approved the cuts on November 17. (Their
response was typical of employee representatives at the time. A
1922 National Industrial Conference Board study noted only two
cases out of more than three hundred studied in which represen¬
tatives had rejected pay cuts during the 1921-22 recession.) The
National Provisioner was ecstatic over the "mutual confidence"
which had been displayed by the conference boards. "The re¬
markable feature of this wage cut," the journal noted, "was [that]
it was made by the employees themselves through their own or-
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ganizations." This enthusiasm was echoed in the pages of the
company newspapers. This was a system which conveyed the im¬
pression that the employees themselves, after due consideration
of the facts, had democratically voted themselves a substantial
pay cut. Here indeed was a major breakthrough in the develop¬
ment of personnel management!

The precise formulation of the cut was sharply regressive, with
those who could least afford it being hit with the largest cuts. The
common labor rate was reduced more than 15 percent, from
forty-five cents to thirty-seven and a half cents per hour. Semi¬
skilled workers, those earnings between forty-five and fifty cents,
lost a nickel, while the tiny minority of valuable skilled workers
who earned fifty cents per hour or more lost only three cents from
their hourly rate."*® Aside from occasional remarks about the weak¬
ness of organization among the skilled workers during the strike,
there is little evidence regarding the effect which this regressive
wage cut had on worker relations. But it could have done little to
heal the breach between skilled and unskilled which had opened
since the end of the war.

The wage cut left union leaders little option but to fight. The
packers had rejected their final appeal for arbitration. Faced with
a weakened union, the employers preferred to settle the matter of
labor organization once and for all. The wage cuts went into effect
on November 28, and the Amalgamated called a national packing¬
house strike to begin December 5.

It is difficult to imagine a labor conflict more unequal than the
1921 packinghouse strike. On one side stood the packers, united
by an economic crisis, their influence in the plants and in the
community consolidated as a result of their welfare activities and
employee representation plans. On the other side stood the
butcher workmen and -women, deeply divided along racial, eth¬
nic, and skill lines, their organization wracked by factional
conflicts and virtually bankrupt. Following its triumph over the
Stockyards Labor Council, the Amalgamated itself was plagued
by disputes among its officers and by regional breakaways."*' As
in 1904, the packers chose the timing of the strike so that eco¬
nomic conditions favored them. High unemployment allowed
them to draw on a large casual labor pool and minimized the
resources upon which the working-class community depended. In
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this context, it is not difficult to understand the strike's fail¬
ure. One is more impressed by the devotion of those who an¬
swered the call and by the community's persistent support of the
strike. Packingtown rose once again in rebellion against the Meat
Trust.

As in 1904, Packingtown's ethnic communities closed ranks in
support of the strike, especially Polonia, which contributed the
greatest number of strikers and so had the most at stake in the
conflict. Funds rolled in from parish welfare societies in Packing-
town and throughout the city as well as from both major Polish
fraternal groups, the clerical Polish Roman Catholic Union and
the Polish National Alliance. Other religious, fraternal, and ath¬
letic organizations in various Polish neighborhoods also helped.
Father Louis Grudzinski, pastor of Packingtown's largest Polish
parish, was outspoken in support of the strike, as were several of
the community's Polish bankers and other businesspeople. The
Businessmen's Association of the Town of Lake contributed
nearly one thousand dollars in cash and food. White Eagle Dairy
Company gave away fifty quarts of milk each day during the
month of January, and a Lithuanian bakery provided hundreds of
loaves of bread. Polish newspapers reflecting various political
viewpoints followed strike activity sympathetically.''^

The situation was far different over in the Black Belt. Having
carefully cultivated their image and connections and increased
their economic influence there during and immediately after the
war, the packers relied heavily on the loyalty of black workers and
community leaders to make it through the strike. Blacks rep¬
resented a much more important source of strikebreakers in the
1921-22 strike than they had in 1904. As soon as the union's call
went out, Morris and Company opened an employment office in
the heart of the Black Belt. Other firms sent out recruiters to rail¬
road stations, elevated platforms, and throughout the community,
collecting workers from poolrooms and street corners. The com¬
panies provided free truck rides to the Union Stockyards.''^

The success of the packers' efforts is reflected in the employ¬
ment statistics for the period during and immediately after the
strike. Black employment at the yards rose in the months follow¬
ing the race riot, fell sharply between 1920 and 1921 with the on¬
set of the postwar depression, and then rose to a new high point
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of one-third of the total labor force in 1922 at the time of the
strike. Payroll records for one large Chicago packer show a
dramatic rise in the proportion of black employees from about
one-fourth to more than a third of the total labor force in January
1922, the first full month of the strike. This proportion fell some¬
what during the following month but remained high throughout
the early 1920s, when black workers enjoyed a reputation for loy¬
alty to the packers. Seasonal layoffs and depression conditions
during 1921 and 1922 had allowed the packers to reconstitute
their labor force once again, this time replacing many immigrant
unionists with nonunion blacks. Workers and union officials com¬

plained bitterly of this victimization, particularly of Polish union¬
ists, as early as the summer of 1919. Such tactics not only ensured
the packers an adequate labor supply during the strike but also
reinforced racial divisions among the workers."*^

The state intervened much more extensively and more de¬
cisively on the side of the packers than it had during the 1904
strike. Early in the strike Judge Dennis Sullivan handed down a

sweeping injunction, basing his decision on a recent Supreme
Court ruling which had dramatically expanded the enjoining
powers of local authorities in labor disputes. "I have come to the
conclusion," Sullivan ruled, "that there are no absolute rights in
society today. All rights are relative. ... As I understand the law
in Illinois, there is no such thing as 'peaceful picketing.' In ef¬
fect, all picketing was outlawed.

Two thousand policemen, many of them mounted on horse¬
back and motorcycle and heavily armed, invaded Packingtown to
enforce the judge's order. The force which they directed against
the crowds of strikers and their sympathizers considerably es¬
calated the level of violence in the strike. Captain Russell of the
Stockyards Police Station explained the orders under which his
men were to act. "The patrolmen have been instructed not to
shoot unless necessary. They have been advised to use their clubs
and fists freely. However, they have also been told that if the oc¬
casion should arise for shooting, they must shoot quickly and ac¬
curately. That policy has had excellent results already.'"*^

Packingtown was engulfed in bloody riots during the first
several days of the strike. On the afternoon of December 7,
crowds gathered at Forty-fourth Street and several other spots
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along Ashland Avenue across from the packing plants, gathering
rocks and shouting at the mounted police. When the rocks began
to fly, the police opened fire, killing one striker and wounding
nine others. Mounted policemen rode their horses and motorcy¬
cles directly into the crowds and up the steps of wooden tene¬
ments. Running battles raged throughout the community. "The
entire locality from 51st Street to 31st Street and from Wood to
Halsted Streets was filled with strikers and riots," a Polish news¬

paper reported. Police estimated that fifteen thousand men,
women, and children took part in the violence.''^

Rioting continued the following day. This time much of the ac¬
tion was concentrated in the Polish and Lithuanian neighborhood
just west of the yards. Showers of rocks and bottles hit police dur¬
ing a four-hour battle in the vicinity of Davis Park, just across
from the Armour plant. Housewives threw bottles and scalding
water down on the police. Snipers fired from the rooftops and
windows of tenements, and the patrolmen returned the fire. Po¬
lice fired at least fifty shots into a frame house at the corner of
Fifty-fifth Street and Ashland Avenue. Forty people were injured
when a crowd scaled an elevated track and pelted a train with
bricks. Newspaper accounts of the number killed in the rioting
conflict. Dennis Lane of the Amalgamated claimed that police
had killed three or four and had beaten or shot hundreds of strik¬
ers. It is clear that by the time the strike ended at least one per¬
son was dead, and dozens were seriously injured.'*®

One reason for the high level of violence was clearly the aggres¬
sive posture the police assumed, but the large number of
strikebreakers who lived in and around Packingtown was also a
contributing factor. Rather than the small skirmishes with isolated
strikebreakers which had characterized the 1904 strike, there
were now large-scale confrontations involving strikers, scabs, and
police. The packers complained of widespread intimidation of
those who wished to work, but the show of police force eventually
held the crowds in check."*'

Judging from newspaper accounts and lists of those injured and
arrested in the disturbances, women were especially prominent in
the riots. Of twenty-three people arrested on the first day, over
half were women. They attacked the mounted police with rocks,
bottles, and red pepper, shouting "Cossacks, Cossacks!" House-
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wives surrounded the homes of scabs. One of the women arrested
demanded an all-female jury, claiming that she could not get a
fair trial with men.^ Women had played an important role in
packinghouse strikes since the late nineteenth century, but now
they made up a much larger proportion of the labor force and of
union membership than ever before. Their participation was not
only more apparent but also more organized. Polish women were
particularly prominent in an auxiliary group which drew more
than five thousand to one of its meetings and staged a strike
parade of nearly fifteen thousand. Mary Janek, "the Polish
Mother Jones," was the matriarch of the strike in Polonia. Her
photographs show a middle-aged woman wearing a heavy black
overcoat, a babushka, and a look of grim determination.^'

Estimates of the strike's effectiveness vary widely. The union
claimed that 12,000 went out in Chicago and 29,000 in other
packing centers on December 5, the first day of the strike. The
Amalgamated also maintained that the strike had spread and that
25,000 workers (over 90 percent of the labor force) had been
drawn in at Chicago by the end of January. The packers insisted
that only 1,100 Chicago workers responded to the call and that
the larger plants were operating close to maximum production.
Harvey Ellerd, head of Armour and Company's personnel depart¬
ment, later wrote that only 352 of the Chicago plant's 10,523
workers were absent on the first morning of the strike. This was
only slightly higher than the normal 1.5 percent rate of absentee¬
ism, The positions of those who did walk out, the companies
claimed, were easily filled. A realistic assessment would fall some¬
where between the conflicting claims. There is evidence that the
packers considerably understated the strike's effects. A photo¬
graph of a mass meeting near the yards shows thousands of work¬
ers, including some blacks, with banners and signs. Thousands of
people took part in the rioting. Finally, livestock market figures
documented the impact which the strike had, at least in the short
run. December purchases of both hogs and cattle were unusually
low for what should have been the busy season. Armour bought
no hogs at all for four days, and it was rumored that some cattle
were shipped back to the feedlots. Certainly the packers' claim
that they could eventually replace most or all of the strikers was
true, given the high level of unemployment in the city; still, to-
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ward the end of December government conciliators reported
"strikers holding out firmly."^^

The strike was crippled from the outset, however, not only by
the weakened condition of the union and the hostile economic cli¬
mate but also by a lack of support from organized labor. Again, as
in the 1904 strike, the most strategic skilled auxiliary workers—
the stationary firemen and engineers—stayed on the job. This
time, moreover, even the packinghouse teamsters failed to honor
the picket lines and, in effect, helped to keep the industry on its
feet. In contrast to the massive outpouring of support during the
1904 strike, financial help from outside of Packingtown was
meager."

Once again the Amalgamated leaders appealed to Washington
for help, but on January 23 federal mediators urged Secretary
Lane to declare an end to the strike. Balloting on January 26
showed a strong majority for continuing the struggle, but the total
number voting was small, reflecting defections from the strikers'
ranks. The Amalgamated executive board called the strike off on
February 1, 1922, and those packinghouse workers who had not
been blacklisted returned to their jobs."

The story of the packinghouse workers in the postwar years pro¬
vides a case study of the American Plan in action. Like those in
other industries, management reforms in packing must be under¬
stood within the context of the shifting power relations in the
industry. The welfare measures of the war years were largely a
defensive response to a tight labor market and strong trade union
organization, while the employee newspapers and company un¬
ions of the postwar years were part of an offensive directed at a

crumbling workers' movement. Employee representation was
designed to convey a sense of industrial democracy, but its pri¬
mary function was to consolidate the packers' power through or¬
ganizations which they could control. This control within the
plants was reinforced in the black community through an exten¬
sive paternalistic welfare network. The separate social worlds of
migrant black and immigrant white packinghouse workers grew
even further apart as the packers tightened their grip in the Black
Belt. The disastrous effects of this racial division among the
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workers can be seen in the collapse of the 1921-22 strike, in
which Packingtown lined up with the union and the Black Belt
with the packers.

As in the past, the defeat of the packinghouse workers' move¬
ment came in the midst of a hostile economic and political en¬
vironment. With unemployment over 20 percent during 1921,
employers throughout the country went on the offensive, locking
out unionized workers or forcing their organizations into disas¬
trous strikes, while thousands of unemployed poured into the
plants. In a political climate dominated by the Red Scare and the
rising tide of nativism, immigrant workers fought to preserve their
hard-earned gains. More than in 1904, government also played an
important role in this defeat. Sullivan's sweeping injunction, en¬
forced by thousands of policemen, made it clear that the state
controlled the streets.

In the short run at least, the American Plan was a great success
in packing. Labor organization was destroyed for more than a dec¬
ade, and the packers embarked on an ambitious program of pro¬
gressive management reform. Yet many of the problems which
had brought the diverse population of butcher workmen and
-women together and created the need for unionization at the
turn of the century and during the World War I years still
remained. During the late 1930s, Chicago's packinghouse workers
rose once again along with workers throughout the United States
to create a giant industrial union movement which finally brought
lasting union organization to the industry.
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Conclusion

The early twentieth century is often remembered as an era of ra¬
tionalization. Bankers and executives restructured the nation's
economy, concentrating capital in much larger firms run by mod¬
ern, efficient corporate bureaucracies. Manufacturers transformed
systems of production, introducing extreme division of labor,
mechanization, and assembly-line organization of work. According
to this formulation, industrial relations also underwent a process
of rationalization. Chastened by the waste and violence of titanic
late nineteenth-century labor struggles, important business and
union leaders worked together to create new, more rational sys¬
tems of industrial relations. Mediation and arbitration were pro¬
posed as substitutes for strikes and lockouts. '

Whatever resistance working people might have raised to the
changes that swept their society were muted, we are told, because
the American working class was hopelessly fragmented. Race, na¬

tionality, wage, and skill differentials and their inability to create
an autonomous, radical labor movement rendered American work¬
ers "lumpen people in a lumpen society." "It is no wonder," one
of our leading historians of the period concludes, "that workers,
the poor, and the oppressed counted for little in determining the
fate of the first century of modern American history." Facing the
giant corporations, the churning assembly lines, and the esteemed
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arbitration boards, real American workers were much like Sin¬
clair's fictional characters in The Jungle—weak and in disarray.^

But this is only one perspective. Consider the world of the as¬
sembly line, that great symbol of industrial efficiency, from the
vantage point of the killing floor, rather than the boardroom. La¬
boring in one of the most highly rationalized industries in the
world, the butcher workman's economic life was chaotic. There
were slow seasons, slow weeks, and slow days; low wages and
crooked foremen; high accident rates and a wide range of occupa¬
tional diseases. At times it must have seemed as though the whole
industry was so structured as to deprive the laborer of his or her
bread.

In fact, the idea of work "rationalization" itself is at best a rela¬
tive concept. The direction of the process and its ultimate effects
depended in large part on the balance of power in the industry's
production relations. Whether a particular organization of work
was rational depended on who was doing the rationalizing;
management's efficiency could be labor's chaos and vice versa. If
we are to grasp the evolution of mass-production work, it is not
sufficient to focus exclusively on new technology and manage¬
ment theory and practice. This is the perspective which has given
us our image of early twentieth-century industry as a world of rea¬
son and enlightenment—an image which few industrial workers
of the era would recognize. We need to consider more carefully
the relationship between management's initiatives and those of la¬
bor; to study the sorts of organizations and strategies created by
workers in response to mass-production work and, in turn, how
these shaped the nature of management reforms. In particular, we
must consider changes in the organization of work and in manage¬
ment practice within the context of production relations and the
struggle for power within the workplace. Rather than the manifes¬
tation of some neutral process of modernization, scientific
management and other early twentieth-century management re¬
forms often represented efforts by employers to maximize their
power at the "frontier of control."^

Nor is it possible to comprehend the full impact of work-related
problems if we study only what happened within the walls of the
factory. Another look at Sinclair's "jungle"—the community of
Packingtown—demonstrates an old generalization: The quality of
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workers' lives, in the community as well as in the workplace, was
shaped in large part by work-related problems—low wages,
chronic unemployment, dangerous health and safety conditions.

Within this context, such concepts as family strategies, life
choices, and even property mobility take on new meanings. Fam¬
ily structure and behavior did influence social and economic con¬
ditions and even power relations in Packingtown, but this oc¬
curred within rather narrow perimeters of choice and not always in
positive ways. The mass-production factory and the big-city
neighborhood clearly left their marks on the immigrant family.
The family economy, for example, was not simply a holdover
from peasant society; it was just as much a product of wage labor
status in the New World. Boarding was an important strategy in
the effort to make ends meet, but it also subsidized the industry's
low wage by providing cheap meals and lodging for boarders and
supplementary income for the host families. Likewise, home
ownership was not necessarily an indication of surplus income, as
some historians of social mobility have assumed. Often it was an

integral part of the struggle for existence. In Packingtown, the
sacrifices which home ownership required had more to do with a
realistic desire for family security in a hostile and uncertain world
than with new or old world values regarding property as a status
symbol. Ethnic cultural values and demographic factors certainly
influenced family behavior, but whatever choices Packingtown's
families made were severely circumscribed by the harsh economic
realities which dominated life in the neighborhood.^

Because the quality of life in Packingtown was closely related
to conditions in the industry, the bitter struggles which butcher
workmen and -women waged against the packers represented ef¬
forts to gain a greater control over their lives in the community as
well as in the plants. The only real breakthroughs in living stan¬
dards, during the early years of the twentieth century and the
First World War era, came largely through union organization and
conflict. Indeed, it was a deep concern for the welfare of the com¬
munity and its families that lent packinghouse strikes their
desperate quality. In assessing the motivation of industrial work¬
ers, particularly recent immigrants with a strong sense of family
and community identification, it is essential to consider the neigh¬
borhood as part of the context for class relations. Only when we
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look down the filthy streets of Packingtown and into its crum¬
bling, overcrowded tenements can we begin to appreciate what
was at stake in these struggles and in countless others in com¬
munities throughout the country in these years. When the men
and women of Packingtown organized and fought the packers
they did so to protect the security of their families and the in¬
tegrity of their communities. Far from insulating them in ethnic
ghettoes, this deep desire to protect and defend what they valued
most led immigrant packinghouse workers to an appreciation for
the value of working-class organization and struggle. Values which
are often considered "traditional" immigrant values became the
basis for class action.^

Such organization and struggle would have been impossible
without some measure of solidarity among workers from quite
diverse social backgrounds, and this brings us to the complex
problem of class formation and fragmentation. The experience of
the packinghouse workers suggests that the question of working-
class fragmentation in the early twentieth century remains a
matter for investigation. The significance of the findings lies both
in the obvious potential for such fragmentation in the stockyards
and in the considerable success which the butcher workmen and
-women had at various times in uniting on job issues. What were
the factors contributing to and discouraging this class cohesion.?

On one level, the experience of the packinghouse workers pro¬
vides substance for economic and cultural theories of fragmenta¬
tion. Labor economists have explained class fragmentation by
focusing on the divisive effects of segmented and hierarchical la¬
bor market structures. Where these objective differences in wage
rates, benefits, and employment security overlapped with
significant racial, ethnic, and gender divisions—as was so often
the case in American industry—their divisive effects were accen¬
tuated.^

The labor market in meat packing was representative of such
segmentation in several respects. The transformation of work in
the industry allowed the packers to reorganize the labor market,
creating a status hierarchy and a wide range of wage rates among
the skilled knife men as well as a large pool of casual laborers to
do the unskilled work. As a succession of immigrant and later
black and Mexican men and women settled into these common
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labor positions, skill levels reinforced racial and ethnic divisions.
The existence of a large, heterogeneous population of casual la¬
borers; the fact that Poles, blacks, and other new groups were
often first introduced into the labor market as strikebreakers; and
the threat which this population represented to the wages and
status of the more experienced butchers in the industry all
heightened the danger of interethnic and interracial conflict and
at times inhibited the development of class solidarity among the
packinghouse workers. Not surprisingly, the packers developed
personnel policies which accentuated such divisions—pensions,
profit-sharing, and other fringe benefits for permanent employees;
differential wage cuts which favored the skilled; and company
unions based on older, more loyal workers.

It is a mistake, however, to analyze fragmentation in purely
structural terms, as labor economists have done, focusing entirely
on labor market segmentation. The story of Packingtown,
Canaryville, and the Black Belt demonstrates that fragmentation
was also rooted in the neighborhood. The diversity of the labor
market was reflected in and accentuated by separate racial and
ethnic communities, each of them with its own social structure

and cultural institutions. On Chicago's South Side, the varied
work experiences of skilled Irish butchers, recent Slavic immi¬
grants, and black migrants were reinforced by the physical and so¬
cial barriers separating these groups.

Yet this study also suggests that such divisions can easily be
overdrawn. In opposition to the clear tendencies toward fragmen¬
tation in this era, there were countervailing pressures inherent in
the changing character of manufacturing and neighborhood life.
Huge plants with finely integrated production systems linked the
fates of very large, socially diverse groups of workers who might
otherwise have had little in common with one another.^ In pack¬
ing, a significant intensification of work, the downward pressure
on wages caused by casual hiring methods, and the army of
unemployed at the yards gate provided a rationale for more
skilled, Americanized workers to reach out to the unskilled black
and Slavic newcomers. In a peculiar way, the hiring practices of
the packers and the structure of work in the industry actually fa¬
cilitated this effort. Rather than Balkanizing the various social
groups which made up the labor force, mixed work gangs brought
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them together, presented them with shared grievances, and of¬
fered the opportunity to begin an informal process of socializa¬
tion.

Likewise, the effects of social and cultural heterogeneity in the
community were complex. The existence of strong racial and eth¬
nic subcultures was not necessarily an impediment to class forma¬
tion. As Victor Greene and David Brody have shown for Slavic
coalminers and steelworkers, the strong cohesion of such com¬
munities often facilitated organization and mobilization during
strikes.^ This was clearly the case with the new immigrants in
packing during both periods of organization. As in the workplace,
there were also points of contact among immigrant workers and
between them and native-born whites in the community. Some
institutions of big-city life—the saloon and the settlement house,
for example—provided a common ground and facilitated the ac¬
culturation of newcomers.

In Chicago, "Americanization from the bottom up" took place
within a mature working-class community with a strong labor
movement and long traditions of militancy, rather than a company
town dominated by a single corporation. The organizational for¬
tunes of the packinghouse workers rose and fell with those of the
labor movement as a whole. Fragmentation and decline came
within the context of economic depression, unemployment, and
employer and government attacks on the metropolitan and na¬
tional labor movements. Under such pressures, the racial, ethnic,
and skill "fault lines" in the broader working-class community
contributed to the disintegration of the class movement. But such
diversity is not sufficient in and of itself to explain working-class
fragmentation in the early years of the corporate political econ¬
omy.

The strategy and structure of the unions themselves also
helped to determine the prospects for successful organization
across racial and ethnic lines. As in other industries of the era, the
packers and the unions contended for the loyalty of the new im¬
migrants and the black migrants. Considering the extreme diver¬
sity of the labor force, the unions were remarkably successful at
integrating the immigrants during both periods of organization.
Particularly in the 1900-1904 period, the Amalgamated's depart¬
ment-based locals maximized interethnic contact and provided
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the institutional context for Americanization from the bottom up.
The union's success in this regard should encourage scholars of
immigration to investigate an aspect of immigrant acculturation
which has heretofore been virtually ignored—the role of working-
class institutions and informal contact at work and in the com¬

munity among workers from diverse ethnic backgrounds.
Although the butcher workmen's unions also won some support

among blacks, the labor movement was generally far less success¬
ful in the Black Belt than it had been in Packingtown. In the
ghetto, paternalistic personnel policies, continuing discrimination
in the labor market, racially segregated neighborhoods, and a
lingering suspicion of the "white man's union" combined to keep
most blacks out of the union camp. In the crucial era from 1919 to
1922, race consciousness obscured the mutual interests of both
Packingtown and the Black Belt in class organization. But this
failure was not preordained by the skin color of those involved;
the time, the place, the specific strategies of the unions and the
employers, and other factors all played a role. Because of the
diversity of the American working-class population, a careful
analysis of the conditions under which various minorities settled
into the urban industrial environment is essential to understand¬
ing the problem of class formation and fragmentation.

There were also patterns in the character of working-class pro¬
test in these years, but none that a simple distinction between
"premodern" and "modern" behavior can explain.^ What is most
striking about the highly developed movement in packing during
both periods of union activity is the workers involved. Shop-floor
organization and restriction of output have generally been associ¬
ated with mature groups or workers, those who had "learned the
rules of the game" and created organizations and strategies suited
to their problems.'" Legislation and collective enforcement of
work rules, for example, were common among highly skilled
metalworkers in late nineteenth-century Britain and America.
Often such rules were designed to guard against just the sort of
rationalization that occurred in packing. "

In the case of the packinghouse workers, however, we are look¬
ing at a strong, sophisticated, and relatively successful shop-floor
movement encompassing a very large proportion of recent immi¬
grants, including women and male common laborers without
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industrial work or trade union experience—just the sort of "pre-
modern" workers who ought not to have behaved in this way.
The key to the paradox lies in the relationship between the ear¬
lier generation of Irish and German butchers, with their craft trad¬
itions and sense of solidarity, on the one hand and recently ar¬
rived Polish and Lithuanian common laborers on the other. The
"butcher aristocracy" temporarily overcame nativism and craft
sectionalism, consciously integrating newcomers into its move¬
ment. The Slavic laborers responded enthusiastically and soon
became good union men and women. Indeed, in the second
round of unionization, Poles became the most cohesive group in
the movement. Part of the importance of the packinghouse work¬
ers' organizational and protest behavior, then, lies in our view of
the immigrant workers themselves. Given the right situation—a
work process which linked the interests of the skilled and un¬
skilled and a union structure and strategy which encouraged inter-
ethnic class solidarity—recent immigrants were quite capable of
developing a class perspective and helping to build strong
working-class movements. This view of immigrant workers and
their relations with groups of older skilled workers might suggest
how craft traditions and strategies were transformed by a new
generation of workers and how these new forms provided a useful
legacy for the industrial union movement of later years.

On the other hand, crowd violence, often considered a pre-
modern form of protest, remained an important element in pack¬
inghouse strikes from the 1870s to the 1920s. Here the character
of meat packing as an industry and of Chicago as a city can tell us
a good deal more than the premodern/modern dichotomy. Meat
packing employed mostly unskilled labor from the 1880s on,
while Chicago was a veritable clearinghouse for such labor. Pack¬
inghouse workers' organizations were particularly vulnerable in
periods of depression, when the city was flooded with unem¬
ployed and casual laborers. Any movement hoping to score a vic¬
tory under such conditions had to employ aggressive picketing,
and this imperative often drew the crowd into strikes. Even the
ecology of the city's South Side played a role in the persistence of
the strike riot. Originally built on the outskirts of the city, by the
turn of the century the Union Stockyards were surrounded by
densely populated working-class neighborhoods. Central to neigh-
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borhood life even in normal times, the yards became the focal
point of activity during strikes, attracting large crowds determined
to prevent the entry of strikebreakers.

Finally, the story of the packinghouse workers underscores the
importance of production relations to our understanding of class
relations in American society as a whole during the "Progressive
Era." Notwithstanding the conservative rhetoric of the labor
officials involved and the welfare reforms of the leading packers,
conflict within the plants was frequent and generalized, revolving
around matters of control as well as wages and conditions, and
representing a serious threat to the packers' managerial preroga¬
tives. Nor were such conflicts peculiar to packing. As research
moves from the study of unions and union leaders to empirical
work on strike activity and shop-floor relations, it becomes more
difficult to sustain the notion of a business-labor consensus during
the "corporate liberal" era.'^ The persistence of workplace con¬
flict undermined any lasting ideological rapprochement between
corporate leaders and America's immigrant workers.

The increasingly intrusive state bureaucracy played an impor¬
tant role in mediating such conflict, particularly during the war
years and immediately after. Wartime arbitration provided a
measure of recognition for the unions and resulted in significant
improvements in wages, working hours, and conditions. On the
other hand, the arbitration also outlawed shop-floor organization
and called on union leaders to discipline their own members and
to help maximize production. Thus the system stabilized indus¬
trial relations during the war years when the union was in a rela¬
tively strong bargaining position and collapsed just at the point
when the union was weakest. State intervention at the local
level—in the form of a sweeping injunction and massive police
force—was resolute and decisive in the defeat of the 1921-22
strike.

The failure of the packinghouse workers to build a durable inter¬
racial, interethnic industrial union in the course of the early twen¬
tieth century is hardly surprising. The odds were certainly against
them. Far more significant is the progress they made toward that
goal. And yet even this is not so difficult to understand, once we
have seen their work situation and its effects on their community.
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The most compelling reason they had for uniting was the simplest
of all: Only their own collective efforts could bring them a greater
degree of control over their individual lives. The significance of
this struggle was etched in their daily fight for survival. For Pack-
ingtown was not a jungle, and its people were not without hope.
Like millions before and after them, they fought for their own
and to make their community a better place to live. The union
and its attempts to transform the work situation brought the pack¬
inghouse workers, so many of them new to their industrial slum
life, into the mainstream of a very old conflict.
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APPENDIX A

The Stewart Manuscript Census
of 1905

The data base referred to in the text as the Stewart Manuscript
Census of 1905 ("Stewart Ms. Census, 1905") is derived from a

unique door-to-door canvass of the Packingtown neighborhood
conducted in 1905 under the auspices of U.S. Commissioner of
Labor Etheibert Stewart. Unfortunately, little is known about the
census or the instructions given to enumerators. (Stewart's per¬
sonal papers at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill,
contain no information regarding the census.) It is most likely that
the commissioner sought some insight into an area of chronic la¬
bor unrest. The neighborhood was the scene of disturbances in
the 1902 and 1905 teamsters' strikes, as well as during the 1904
packinghouse strike.

Although it is clear from the selection of blocks studied that
enumerators were careful to represent the various ethnic groups in
the community, the census was apparently not conducted in a

truly systematic fashion. Nine streets were included, and these
seem to represent the three dominant nationalities in the neigh¬
borhood: Poles, Lithuanians, and Bohemians. A comparison of
the census data with contemporary maps and with the 1900 and
1910 federal manuscript censuses indicates that enumerators were
able to survey most but not all households on any given block.
The defects in the census, then, are clear: It is neither a com-
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plete survey of Packingtown's total population, nor a random sam¬
ple. With this in mind, I have tried to supplement my computer-
assisted analysis of the Stewart census with a variety of other
sources in drawing generalizations regarding the neighborhood
and its inhabitants. Such supplementary sources were both
quantitative—in the form of data from contemporary social sur¬
veys, government documents, and systematic samples (N = 200)
from the 1900 and 1910 federal manuscript censuses—and
qualitative—in the form of observations by contemporary writers.

There are, however, several strengths inherent in Stewart's
census as well. The sample of 284 families is relatively large and
includes fairly complete information regarding twenty-eight vari¬
ables for each family—much more information than is available
from the regular manuscript census schedules. These variables in¬
clude address; number of rooms; type of dwelling (flat or house);
number of rooms having beds; number of beds; age, ethnicity,
occupation, and earnings for both husband and wife; age, sex, oc¬
cupation, and earnings of children; sex and number of boarders
and roomers; rate for boarding and meals; family expenditures on
fuel, food, clothing, rent, and medical expenses; home owner¬
ship; amount of money sent to relatives in Europe; savings; time
lost from work due to illness or accident; debts; and length of
husband's residence in the U.S. and in Chicago. In addition,
enumerators' comments about furnishings and living conditions,
though clearly impressionistic, allow one to form an image of the
interiors of homes.

All twenty-eight of these variables were coded for each family.
Many of the data on household structure and family economy in
chapter 3 were generated from frequency distributions and cross
tabulations using this data base.

The original copies of the Stewart census are in a collection en¬
titled the Ethelbert Stewart Miscellany, part of the Records of the
Bureau of Labor Statistics (RG 257) at the National Archives and
Record Service in Washington, D.C. Photostatic copies of the
census are available at the Chicago Historical Society.



APPENDIX B

Personal Data on the First Group of Elected
Employee Representatives at Armour & Company,

Chicago Plant, March 1921

BEEF DIVISION

F. M. Daniel, sheep offal, 53 years old; 2 years' service; born in
Tennessee; married; occupation, laborer.
Jordan McNary, beef loading, 43 years old; 4 years' service; born
in Kentucky; married, 7 children; occupation, laborer.
Stuart Alexander, beef killing, 43 years old; 25 years' service; born
in Mexico; captain in American Expeditionary Forces, awarded
the "Croix de Guerre" for bravery.
John E. Johnson, cooper shop, 40 years old; 1 year's service; born
in Georgia; formerly employed by International Harvester Co.
John C. 0. Keating, freezer, 30 years old; 3 years' service; born in
Chicago; single; occupation, scaler.
Roy Bishop, wool house, 34 years old; 3 years' service; born in
United States; occupation, laborer.
Mathew P. Cody, dry salt department, 52 years old; 36 years' ser¬
vice; married; occupation, laborer.

PORK DIVISION

David Roberts, hog killing, 40 years old; 5 years' service; born in
Mississippi; married, 2 children; occupation, grinder.
John Daverin, sweet pickle, 57 years old; 22 years' service; born in
Ireland; married; occupation, inspector.
Dennis Lynch, dry salt, 51 years old; 5 years' service; born in New
Jersey; occupation, laborer.
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Bartholomew Dowling, packinghouse loading, 62 years old; 40
years' service; married, 4 children; occupation, laborer.
James Lonergan, pork-cutting department, 60 years old; 35 years'
service; born in Ireland; married, 3 children; occupation, butcher.

PRODUCTION DIVISION

Joseph Chaloupka, fresh sausage department, 49 years old; 35
years' service; born in Ohio; married, 1 child; occupation, stuffer.
August Beckel, sausage department, 60 years old; 39 years' service;
born in Germany; married; occupation, sausage maker.
John W.Wolniak, fruit preserving, 34 years old; 4 years' service;
born in Illinois; married, 4 children; occupation, clerk.
August Pletzke, fertilitzer works, 66 years old; 37 years' service;
born in Germany; married, 2 children; occupation, laborer.
Mathew Kleinbauer, canned chipped beef department, 61 years
old; 1 year's service; born in Germany; married; laborer; former
occupation, bricklayer.
Adam Cheimaski, butterine department, 45 years old; 13 years' ser¬
vice; born in Russia; married, 4 children; occupation, laborer.
M. J. McEllogett, lard refinery, 24 years old; 3 years' service; born
in the United States; single; occupation, checker.

MECHANICAL DIVISION

Thomas J. Myler, cooper shop, 64 years old; 34 years' service; born
in Newfoundland; married; occupation, cooper.
Michael McCarron, carpenter shop, 73 years old; 47 years' service;
born in Canada; married, 6 children; occupation, carpenter.
Arthur T. Walsh, tin shop, 31 years old; 11 years' service; born in
the United States; married; occupation, machinist.
George Memtt, pipe shop, 34 years old; 14 years' service; born in
the United States; married; occupation, steamfitter.
John Deal, tractor department, 65 years old; 14 years' service; bom
in Ohio; married, 7 children.

Source: Armour Oval 3, no. 3 (Mar. 17, 1921): 3.



Index

AFL, 8, 128, 180, 194, 198, 204, 229
Allied Trades Council, 135, 167
Alschuler, Judge Samuel, 103, 198, 200,

201, 202, 243
Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher

Workmen of North America; formation,
128, 131; early development, 131-37;
early structure, 133-35; organizing
among immigrants, 138-45, 139-42,
143—45, 224 (seeû/so various ethnic
groups); women's union, 136-37; house
committees, 155-61, 163-64; during
1904 strike, 168-71, 180; and wartime
organizing, 192-94, 195; black support
for, 204, 209, 227, 230; and postwar
factionalism, 224—29, 231; District 9 of,
226-27, 229; and federal arbitration, 243;
and postwar wage cut, 256; in 1921-22
strike, 257-62. See also Unionization;
Stockyards Labor Council

American Federation of Labor. See AFL
American Plan, 241—42, 256, 262-63
American Unity Labor Union, 216-19
"Americanization from the bottom up,"

138-45, 223-24, 274
Americanization programs: in plants,

246-47; at settlement house, 77
Arbitration, federal, 188, 190-91, 243, 277;

agreement, 198; hearings, 198-200, 202,

225; awards, 200-201; and strikes, 198,
199, 201

Armour, Philip Danforth, 15, 20
Armour and Company, 13, 15, 26, 54; and

marketing, 16-19; and industrial
accidents, 69; welfare programs, 197,
244-47; company unions, 249-54

Assembly-line methods, 5, 20-21, 23, 137,
154, 270

Auxiliary trades, skilled, 134-35, 167, 169,
177-78, 179-80, 181, 194, 227

Bedford, Robert, 209-10, 215
Beef Cutters and Boners, 133, 157
Beef Luggers, 158
Black Belt, 195, 203, 204, 273, 275; map,

70; described, 208; contrasted with
Packingtown, 208; institutions in,
210-14; antiunionism in, 213-14;
ministers, 213-14, 255; packer
paternalism in, 212-13, 254—55; division
in over union issue, 216; Republican
political machine in, 220; during 1919
race riot, 221-22; during 1921-22 strike,
258-59, 263, See also Blacks

Blacks: in meat-packing plants, 8, 37,
47-51, 53, 54-58, 271; in World War I,
190; wartime migrants, 47-48, 210-12;
antiunion attitude of migrants, 217-18;

285



286 Index

race consciousness, 203, 209-10, 217-18;
and wartime organizing, 194—95, 204-6;
and unions in Chicago, 194, 217-18; as
strikebreakers, 172, 174, 203, 258-59;
"northern negroes," 208-10; as shop
stewards, 202, 205, 209-10; and Cook
County Labor Party, 209; class
consciousness, 208-10; antiunion
"agitators," 214—16; efficiency clubs,
213, 245, 254. See also Strikebreakers;
Black Belt

Boarding, IZ-li, 91, 271; and family
economy, 97-101; table, 98; decline of,
100-101; and home ownership, 106-7

Bohemians: in meat-packing plants, 40-41,
45, 46, 47, 53; proportion in
Packingtown population, 74; voluntary
organizations, 75-76; neighborhood, 79;
in strikes, 121; in unions, 125, 140;
home ownership by, 104—5

Bridgeport; and strike riots during
nineteenth century, 102, 121, 129, 130;
during 1904 strike, 171; during 1905
teamsters' strike, 219; role in 1919 race

riot, 219-21. a/so Canaryville
Brody, David, 27, 130, 134, 208, 274
Businessmen's Stockyards Aid Society, 175
Butchers. See Cattle butchers; Hog

butchers; Skilled butchers
By-products, 15, 44, 51

Canadians: proportion in population of
Packingtown, 73; table, 74

Canaryville: described, 219-20; athletic
clubs in, 220; role in 1919 race riot, 203,
219-21; and working-class fragmentation,
273. See also Bridgeport

Catholic church: influence in 1879 strike,
121; and ethnic culture in Packingtown,
75—76; parishes and ethnic
concentrations in Packingtown, 78;
attitude of priests to 1904 strike, 174;
role of in 1921-22 strike, 258-59

Cattle butchers: as craftsmen, 25; and 1877
strike, 120-21; division of labor and
transformation of skill, 26-27; in mass-

production process, 41-42; and persistent
craft pride, 43; and Knights of Labor,
122-25; ethnic solidarity among Irish,
126-27; and early AF of L union, 128; in

formation of Amalgamated, 132-33; and
shop-floor organization, 156-58; and
Stockyards Labor Council, 193, 226. Set
also Cattle slaughtering

Cattle slaughtering, 22, 24-27, 41-42. See
also Cattle butchers

Chicago: meat-packing industry in, 1, 4,
14, 18-20, 37, 48, 56; industries on

South Side, 67; South Chicago steel
community, 67, 71, 92; ethnic
communities in, 3, 39—40, 42, 65, 258; as

center for casual labor, 92-93; home
ownership in, 105; South Side, 189, 276;
packinghouses during World War I, 189;
working-class formation in, 118-19;
strength of labor movement in, 142-43,
191-92; strikes in, 119-20, 122-25,
127-31, 176-77, 192; 1919 race riot,
202-3, 206. See also Black Belt;
Bridgejjort; Canaryville; Packingtown;
Chicago Federation of Labor

Chicago Advocate, 217
Chicago Commission on Race Relations,

56, 205, 213, 221
Chicago Defender, 205, 213
Chicago Federation of Labor: strength in

early twentieth century, 142; support for
1904 packinghouse strike, 167, 169, 178;
and Michael Donnelly, 180; progressive
character of, 191-92; and wartime
organizing, 193, 195, 198, 214, 217; and
1919 race riot, 221-22, 231; and postwar
factionalism, 226, 227-29

Chicago Whip, 211, 213
Children: and family economy, 91-92,

93-96, 98; health of, 71; and strikes, 95,
120, 130, 169, 173; family care for, 103;
infant mortality, 71

Cincinnati: meat-packing industry in, 14,
23

Columbian Exposition, World's (1893), 66
Common laborers: as proportion of total

labor force, 28; wages, 29, 41, 90, 100,
164—65, 193, 199, 257; irregular work
week, 29; casual hiring of, 30; and
working-class formation, 36-38; as

proportion of labor force in departments,
41, 44; ethnic composition and
demographic characteristics of, 44-51;
work experience in mass-production



Index 287

plants, 54—58; and go-between system,
'^3—44; in Packingtown occupational
structure, 87-89; seasonal
unemployment, 90-91; and Knights of
Labor, 122-23; and Packinghouse
Employees' Union, 126; and
Amalgamated, 133-34, 182, 226; and
shop-floor organization, 154—55; common
labor rate and 1904 strike, 164-65;
wartime strikes, 193; and Stockyards
Labor Council, 194-96, 228-29

Commons, John R., 26, 41, 158, 164
Company towns, 3, 64—65
Company unions: origins, 248-49; various

plans, 249-50; employee representatives
in, 250-51, 283-84; participation in,
251-52; function and operation of,
252-54; and 1921 wage cut, 256-57; as

part of American Plan, 262
Cook County Labor Party: in Packingtown,

207; in Black Belt, 209
Corporate liberalism, 8-9, 162-63, 277
Custer, Frank, 209-10, 215

Donnelly, Michael, 131-33, 137, 141, 163,
165, 180

Efficiency clubs, 213, 245, 254
Employee newspapers, 247—48
Employee representation. See Company

unions
Ethnic consciousness, 77
Ethnic culture. See Packingtown, ethnic

culture in

Family economy, 91-104, 271; tables, 98,
101, 102. See also Boarding

Federal Trade Commission, 16, 17, 20, 198
Fitzpatrick, John, 191-92, 200, 205, 207,

228

Ford, Henry, 20
Foreladies, 51, 53
Foremen, 57; and speed of production,

27-28, 180; and go-between system, 43;
and shop-floor organization, 158; and
1904 strike, 168; training for, 244

Foster, William Z., 191, 192, 193-94, 199,
214

Garbage dumps, 68, 104
Germans: 8, 36, 37, 42, 46, 47, 53;

demographic characteristics of, 38-40; in
Packingtown, 73, 79, table, 74; and
working-class formation, 118-19; in
Amalgamated, 140

Go-between system, 43-44
Greene, Victor, 274

Hog butchers, 132, 214. See also Hog
slaughtering

Hog slaughtering, 14, 23-24, 51, 57. See
also Hog butchers

Home ownership, 104-7, 116, 143-^, 271;
table, 104

Hughes, Langston, 220
Hunter, Robert, 73
Hyde Park: contrasted with Packingtown,

66-68, 70, 81; map, 70; during 1894
strike, 130

Immigrants. See New immigrants; Old
immigrants; and various ethnic groups

Imperialism, 2
International Trade Union Educational

League, 192
Irish: 8, 37, 42, 46, 47, 53, 79, 220;

demographic characteristics of, 38-40;
proportion in Packingtown population,
73-74; nationalism, 126-27; and unions,
122, 125, table, 140; women labor
activists, 136; as "Americanizers,"
139-42; and strikes, 120-21, 131,
171-72; and racism, 203, 219-20, 222,
223-24; in 1919 race riot, 221-24. See also
Bridgeport; Canaryville

Johnstone, Jack, 192, 206, 213, 228, 229
Journeymen Butchers' National Union of

America, 128
Jungle, The, 1-2, 9, 57, 199, 270. See also

Sinclair, Upton

Kikulski, John, 196, 201, 207, 225, 228-29
Knights of Labor, 42, 122-25, 167

Labor disputes. See Strikes
Labor turnover, during World War I, 193
Labor unions. See Unionization
Lane, Dennis, 193, 225-26, 260
Lenin, V.l., 2
Lithuanian Socialist Alliance, 76, 179



288 Index

Lithuanians, 39, 47, 53, 56. 75:
demographic characteristics of, 45—46;
bachelors among, 72; proportion in
Packingtown population, 73-74;
voluntary organizations of, 76;
neighborhood in Packingtown, 79; home
ownership by, 104-5; in unions, 140-41,
195-96; in 1904 strike, 176; and
Stockyards Labor Council, 194—96; and
Cook County Labor Party, 207

Livestock handlers, 42
Living standards. See Standard of living
Lynchings, ritual, 172-73

Marx, Karl, 57
Mass-production methods, 3, 4—5, 21-28,

36, 37, 41-^2, 45, 54-58, 154-55,
270-71. See also Assembly-line methods;
Meat-packing industry, labor process in

Maude Gonne Club, 136
McDowell, Mary, 85-86, 137, 139, 141,

144; support for unions, 143; and
"American Standard of Living," 145; in
1904 strike, 173, 175; observations on

1919 race riot, 222-23
Meat Inspection Act of 1906, 1
Meat-packing industry: marketing, 15-18;

exports of, 17-18; labor process in,
20-31, 41-44, 54-58, 154-55;
productivity of, 21-22, 158; labor market
for, 28-30, 37, 44, 52-53, 55-56, 272-73;
accidents in, 70-71; irregular
employment in, 90-91, 156; shop-floor
organization in, 155-65, 201-2; growth of
during World War I, 189; management
reforms in, 241-54; personnel
management programs in, 241-54; and
postwar depression, 242—43; welfare
plans in, 244-46. See also Chicago, meat¬

packing industry in
Mexicans, 50-51
Morris and Company, 13, 16, 19, 246, 249
Murphy, Martin, 193, 201, 207

National Civic Federation, 8, 162
Nativism, 227
New immigrants, 36-37, 38, 40, 49, 50, 53,

85, 119; demographic characteristics,
44—47; and mass-production work

experience, 54—58; and company unions,
251

New Majority, 192, 223, 227

Old immigrants, 36, 37, 74, 85, 119;
demographic characteristics, 38-43; as

employee representatives, 251

Packinghouse Employees' Union, 125-26
Packingtown, 7, 64-107 passim, 170, 270,

272-73: descriptions and images of, 66,
67; boundaries of, 68; maps, 70, 80, 84;
contrasted with Hyde Park, 66-70;
pollution in, 65, 67, 71; population size,
68; health conditions in, 70-72; housing
in, 71-72; boarding in, 72-73, 91,
97-101, 106-7, table, 98; household
structure in, 72; furnishings in homes,
73; population density in, 73-75; ethnic
composition of population, 74-81, table,
74; ethnic intermarriage in, 75; ethnic
culture in, 75-78; ethnic segregation of
population in, 78-80; saloons in, 81-85,
map, 84; occupational structure in,
87-88, table, 88; social structure in,
87-90, table, 87; standard of living in,
90-107 passim, 271-72; family economy
of, 91-104 passim; boarding in, 73-74,
91, 97-101, 106-7, table, 98; decline of
boarding in, 100-101; employment of
children in, 93, 95; earnings of children,
94—95, table, 98; women's employment,
96-97; midwifery, 96-97; child care in,
103—4; scavenging, 104; home ownership
in, 104-7, 143—44, table, 104; strikes in,
129-30, 171-76, 258, 259-61, 263;
wartime organizing in, 204, 205, 207-8;
in 1919 race riot, 202, 222-23; contrasted
with Black Belt, 208; Roman Catholic
church in, 76-77; priests' support for
strikes in, 174, 272; church influence
during 1919 race riot, 258

Packing Trades Council, 135, 169, 179
Parker, Richard E., 216-18
Poles: proportion in labor force, 39;

demographic characteristics of, 44-45;
wages of, 46-47; contrasted with black
workers, 49-50; women in packing, 50,
53; experience with mass-production



Index 289

work, 55-57; proportion in Packingtown
population, 73-74; parishes of, 75;
voluntary organizations of, 76;
neighborhoods in Packingtown, 78-79; in
Packinghouse Employees' Union, 125; in
Amalgamated, 140—41; and Stockyards
Labor Council, 195-96; in 1904 strike,
176; support for Cook County Labor
Party, 207; relations with blacks, 222-23;
and company unions, 251; community
support for 1921-22 strike, 258-59, 261;
victimization for labor activism, 259; in
riots during 1921-22 strike, 260

Police: in 1904 strike, 175; in 1921-22
strike, 259-60

Poole, Ernest, 28, 66
Powderly, Terrence, 125
President's Mediation Commission, 196,

197, 198
Profit-sharing, 245-^46

Racial conflict, 159, 190, 202-3, 206, 224,
230-31: on shop floor, 214-16; between
residents of Bridgeport and the Black
Belt, 219-20; during 1919 race riot,
221-23

Racism, 203, 205, 219, 223-24
Ragen's Colts, 220-21, 222
Red Scare, 227-28
Reemigration, 76-77
Restriction of output, 158-59
Riot, 1919 race, 202-3, 206, 221-23, 230
"Riots," during strikes, 119-20, 121,

165-66, 276-77; of 1894, 128-30, 166; of
1904, 171-73, 166-67; of 1921-22,
259-61, 276-77

Russell, Charles Edward, 13
Russians, 39, 45

Saloons, 81-S5, 175, 199, 207, map, 84;
and strikes, 124, 171

Scientific management, 240-41, 270
Seniority, 157-58, 180
Shop-floor organization: during 1901—4,

155-65 passim; during World War 1,
201-2, 205; and racial conflict, 214-16;
and management reform, 270; and
working-class formation, 275-76

Sinclair, Upton, 1-2, 3, 4, 23, 56, 57. See
also Jungk, The

Skilled butchers, 155, 164-65. See also
Cattle butchers; Hog butchers

Slovaks, 39, 76; demographic
characteristics of, 45—46; proportion in
Packingtown population, 73-74;
neighborhood in Packingtown, 79; and
unions, 140

Socialist Parry, 166, 178-79
Standard of living, 5-6, 90-107 passim,

271-72; effect of union on, 140-47;
during 1904 strike, 170-71; during World
War I, 198-200

Stewart, Ethclbert, 22, 74, 138-39,
143^

Stewart Manuscript C^ensus: described,
281-82

Stockyards Community Clearing House,
197, 212, 244

Stockyards Labor Council, 190, 191, 204,
216, 230, 231, 241, 257; established,
193; organizational structure, 194—95;
early organizing, 195-97; wartime
negotiations, 198; wartime disputes, 201;
relations with black community, 204-6,
212; organizing in Packingtown, 206-8;
during 1919 racial conflict, 203, 221-22;
and postwar factionalism, 224—30

Strikebreakers: in 1904 strike, 121, 166-67,
169, 172-74, 175; blacks as, 172-74, 203.
212, 217, 219, 258-59; in 1921-22 strike,
258-59, 260

Strikes: in meat-packing industry, 119-20;
of 1877, 120-21; of 1879, 121-22; of
1886, 122-25; of 1894, 127-31; of 1904,
165-81 passim; of 1904, labor support
for, 177-78; unofficial control, 159-61,
201-2; spontaneous wartime, 193; and
racial conflict, 214-16; of 1921-22,
255-62 passim, 277

Swift and Company, 13, 15, 16, 17, 19, 42;
accidents at, 69; welfare programs, 197;
model industrial relations program,

244-45; Americanization programs, 245;
stock option, 245—46; employee
newspaper, 247-48; company union,
246, 249-53

Swift Arrow, 247^8



290 Index

Swift, Gustavus, 15, 16, 124, 125
Sympathy strikes, 177-78

Teamsters, 172, 177-78
Turtle, William, 172, 194, 202, 203, 219

Unionist, The, 227-28
Unionization: early efforts in meat packing,

121-22, 125-26, 128; and Knights of
Labor, 122; and the Amalgamated,
131—45 passim; as a process of
socialization, 119, 138-45 passim; and
increase in home ownership, 143—44; and
decrease in crime, 144; and "American
Standard of Living," 144—46; and work
rationalization, 155-61; during World
War 1, 191-96, 204—8, 214; and blacks,
194-95, 196, 202-6, 208-10, 214-19

Union Stockyards, 4, 7, 19, 37, 56, 171,
173: smell, 67; surrounding industries,
67; described, 68; map, 70

University of Chicago, 66, 67, 83:
department of sociology, 66; housing
studies, 71-74

University of Chicago Settlement, 77,
85-86, 200: and unions, 86, 136, 143

Urban League, 205, 210-11, 211-13; and
strikebreaking, 212-13

Wabash Avenue YMCA, 213, 216, 254, 255
Wages, 50: in cattle-killing gang, 41; and

go-between system, 44; in relation to
ethnicity, 46-^7; women's, 51-52,

96-97; in relation to boarding rates, 72;
and family economy, 90-91; children's,
94-95; effect of unionization on, 145-46;
as cause for 1904 strike, 164-65; after
1904 strike, 179-80; during World War I,
100, 196-97, 198, table, 101; in postwar
period, 242^3; 1921-22 cut, 256-66

Walsh, Frank, 199-200
Williams, Austin "Heavy," 215-16
Wilson and Company, 13, 17, 201, 214-16,

246, 249
Women: and working-class formation, 37;

work in packing plants, 51-54, 58,
101—4; and settlement house, 85-86;
conflicts between parents and daughters,
95-96; contributions to family economy,
96-98, 101-2; child care, 102—4; night
work, 103; and unions, 86, 123, 135-37,
195; in strikes, 121, 130, 131-32, 169,
176, 260-61; and employment during
World War I, 101-2, 190

Working-class formation, 7-8, 36-38,
118-19, 272-74

World War I, 8, 37, 44: black migrants,
48-49; Mexican migrants, 50; women's
work during, 53-54, 101-2, 190; growth
of packing industry during, 56, 189;
wages during, 100, table, 101; inflation,
100-101; war production, 188-89; labor
shortage as a result of, 189-90; labor
organizing during, 191-96, 204-8, 214;
living standards during, 198-200; and
management reforms, 241



A Note on the Author

James R. Barrett, a native of Chicago, received his Ph.D. in
history from the University of Pittsburgh and now teaches
history at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He
is the author of articles and essays in the Journal ofSocial His¬
tory, the Journal of Popular Culture, International ÍMbor and
Working-Class History, and other journals and anthologies, and
coauthor, with Steve Nelson and Rob Ruck, of Steve Selson,
American Radical.



 



Books in the Series
The Working Class in American History

Worker City, Company Town:
Iron and Cotton-Worker Protest in Troy

and Cohoes, New York, 1855-84
Daniel J. Walhowitz

Life, Work, and Rebellion in the Coal Fields:
The Southern West Virginia Miners, 1880-1922

David Alan Corbin

Women and American Socialism, 1870-1920
Mari Jo Buhle

Lives of Their Own:
Blacks, Italians, and Poles in Pittsburgh, 1900-1960

John Bodnar, Roger Simon, and Michael R Weber
Working-Class America:

Essays on Labor, Community, and American Society
Edited by Michael H. Frisch and Daniel J. Walkoivitz

Eugene V. Debs: Citizen and Socialist
Nick Salvatore

American Labor and Immigration History; 1877-1920s:
Recent European Research

Edited by Dirk Hoerder
Workingmen's Democracy:

The Knights of Labor and American Politics
Leon Fink

The Electrical Workers:
A History of Labor at General Electric and Westinghouse, 1923

Ronald W. Schatz

The Mechanics of Baltimore:
Workers and Politics in the Age of Revolution, 1763-1812

Charles G. Steffen
The Practice of Solidarity:

American Hat Finishers in the Nineteenth Century
David Bensman

The Labor History Reader
Edited by Daniel J. Leab



Solidarity and Fragmentation:
Working People and Class Consciousness in Detroit, 1875-1900

Richard Oestreicher

Counter Cultures:
Saleswomen, Managers, and Customers

in American Department Stores, 1890-1940
Susan Porter Benson

The New England Working Class and the New Labor History
Edited by Herbert G. Gutman and Donald H. Bell

Labor Leaders in America
Edited by Melvyn Dubofsky and Warren Van Tine

Barons of Labor:
The San Francisco Building Trades

and Union Power in the Progressive Era
Michael Kazin

Gender at Work:
The Dynamics of Job Segregation by Sex during World War 11

Ruth Milkman

Once a Cigar Maker:
Men, Women, and Work Culture in American

Cigar Eactories, 1900-1919
Patricia Cooper

A Generation of Boomers:
The Pattern of Railroad Labor Conflict

in Nineteenth-Century America
Shelton Stromquist

Work and Community in the Jungle:
Chicago's Packinghouse Workers, 1894-1922

James R. Barrett



 



LABOR HISTORY / AMERICAN HISTORY

Winner of the Award of Superior Achievement
of the Illinois State Historical Society

Work and Community
in the Jungle

Chicago's Packinghouse Workers,
1894-1922

JAMES R. BARRETT

"In tying the workplace to unionization efforts and in demonstrating
the ongoing nature of class formation as a social process, Barrett
has enlarged our understanding of the difficulties of unionization in
the early twentieth century." — Roger D. Simon, American Historical
Review

"Barrett probes and analyzes . . . the workplace and the community.
In so doing, he makes some valuable contributions to our understand¬
ing of both spheres, and of the relations between them. His analysis
also offers new insights into the process of class formation in early
twentieth-century industrial America." — Peter Rachleff, International
Labor and Working-Class History
"A first-class study of urbanization, immigration and ethnic influences,
corporate technology and management, social conditions, and the
impact of war on a specialized sector of the economy. Solidly re¬
searched, the volume is written in an exciting, absorbing style. ... In
terms of labor, ethnic, and urban studies, no future history of the
city of Chicago will be written without consulting this major study." —
David E. Schob, Illinois Historical Journal
JAMES R. BARRETT is a member of the history department at the
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, co-author of Steve Nelson:
American Radical, and editor of.the annotated edition of The Jungle.

AN ILLINI BOOK FROM THE UNIVERSITY OE ILLINOIS PRESS


	Book
	Cover
	Front Matter
	Title
	Contents

	Body
	Introduction
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8

	Back Matter
	Appendix
	Index

	Cover


