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August 8, 2015 was an unseasonably warm and overcast summer day in Seattle, but that was not the only unusual thing about it. For what started out as a typically liberal Seattle-like celebration of the 80th anniversary of Social Security in downtown Westlake Park turned into a right awkward scene. 
SLIDE 2: Willaford and Johnson
Moments after Democratic presidential candidate U.S. Senator Bernie Sanders stepped to the podium and thanked Seattle for being “one of the most progressive cities” in America, Black Lives Matter activists Mara Jacqueline Willaford (second from left) and Marissa Johnson (center) walked on stage and grabbed the microphone. Some in the mainly white audience booed and called on police to arrest Willaford and Johnson, who are black women. 
SLIDE 3: White Supremacist Liberalism
In response to the heckling, Ms. Johnson said, “I was going to tell Bernie how racist this city is, filled with its progressives, but you did it for me,” adding that the audience was guilty of “white supremacist liberalism.” She pointed out that like Ferguson, Seattle had its own police problems and was in fact entering its third year of federal oversight for the unwarranted use of force (Bruner 2015).
How did we get here? Why the apparent conflict between bread and butter progressive issues like the social safety net on the one hand, and civil rights issues like police brutality on the other? Why the mutual hostility between Black Lives Matter activists and some of Seattle’s liberal white audience? From a distance it seems unnecessary that this happened, but in fact the conflict in Westlake Park is just one in a long line of conflicts stretching back generations. In this paper, I argue that the Seattle debacle is nearly as old as the United States itself and goes back to a time when America was still a slaveholding republic. 
That the conflict is longstanding should not be taken to mean that it was inevitable, however. To be sure, the pre-emption of interracial solidarity has been an important feature of racial projects going back at least as far as Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676, when poor whites and blacks plundered elite settlements in colonial Virginia. But the political crisis over slavery and the northern victory in the U.S. Civil War witnessed the unprecedented unification of labor and civil rights with the leadership of the Radical faction of the Republican Party, which sought and won the passage of the eight-hour workday on the one hand, and the 1867 Reconstruction Acts and the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution on the other, which made black freedmen full citizens under the law. 
SLIDE 4: The Puzzle
Nevertheless, as the war ended and Reconstruction pressed on, Radical Republicans and trade unionists alike increasingly viewed labor and civil rights as separate freedoms. The research puzzle that animates the paper, therefore, is the following: Why did civil and labor rights become decoupled despite the high tide of Radical Republican hegemony?
SLIDE 5: Two Clues
The answer in brief is that all was not what it seemed. Here two empirical clues are instructive by way of preview. First, the 1868 platform of the National Labor Union or NLU, America’s first truly nationwide labor federation, conspicuously featured both the demand to enforce the eight-hour laws and a call to reserve unsettled western lands for actual settlers instead of railroads (Montgomery 1967: 395). Second, in the January 12, 1885 issue of the Chicago anarchist paper, The Alarm, the future Haymarket Martyr, Albert Parsons, who was married to a black woman and was once a Radical Republican himself, would write, “Twenty years ago in the United States every poor man could choose between employing himself and seeking someone to employ him. Today not half of the poor men have got this power.” He added that in response to “this terrible fact…the laborer must rise and crush it with his heel or he will soon be helpless. Votes and arguments are as nothing in the hands of the poor. Force and force only is his defense” (de Leon 2015: 126). These two artifacts, one taken just after the war, and the other just prior to the hanging of four Chicago anarchists, bookend a persistent refrain, namely, the unfulfilled covenant of the American Civil War, which white workers understood to be nothing less than their emancipation from industrial servitude.
Drawing on archival data from nineteenth-century Chicago, I argue that the separation of civil and labor rights originates with the broken promises of antebellum politicians. Before the war, both major parties recruited less affluent whites to their coalitions by preaching that land was an entitlement of free white men and that their party, not the members of the opposition, should be entrusted with the task of delivering it to them. But during the war and Reconstruction, the same politicians reneged on the promise of land. This in turn prompted white workers to start unions, third parties, and revolutionary organizations, firm in the belief that while African Americans had been emancipated, white workers remained chained to a life of wage dependency in the nation’s factories. Accordingly, they built organizations like the NLU to fulfill the unrequited ambitions of the white working class exclusively, instead of building a movement that included the struggles of all working people.
SLIDE 6: Black Labor Question
Thus, at a meeting during the 1867 eight-hour strike in Chicago, the socialist and sometime Republican Eduard Schlaeger framed the impending class struggle in both racial and class terms as a logical sequel to the Civil War. He proclaimed, workers “had settled the black labor question, and now … would settle the white labor question,” adding that workers “had nothing to hope from the old parties”  (Chicago Times, May 10, 1867: 5). 
SLIDE 7: White Slaves
Similarly, during the depression of 1872 to 1873, Mr. Watson of the Chicago Workingmen’s Union said, “That they lived in an age of freedom was true, but there were forms of slavery worse than that from which the black men had been released. There were thousands of white slaves, who spent their whole lives putting money in the pockets of a few, and were worse off in old age than in youth” (Chicago Tribune, Mar. 18, 1872). Now that the war had emancipated black slaves, there remained, Mr. Watson says, the task of undoing another form of subordination supposedly more horrific than bonded servitude, for it unnaturally enslaved white men. If the antebellum critique was driven by a notion of white male entitlement to land, then its postbellum counterpart married entitlement to a narrative of victimization, akin to colorblind racism, in which white male workers were inexplicably “passed over” while blacks received every privilege.

This ominous separation was not solely the responsibility of the labor movement, however. As workers used their collective power to enforce eight-hour laws, which politicians refused to do, Radical Republicans and Democrats alike increasingly framed trade unions as conspiracies to enslave free white men. In the age of emancipation, the most cherished freedom, politicians said, was the ability of individuals to sign contracts with one another. This was no mean rhetorical flourish. In the South, enforcement of the doctrine of free contract through the Reconstruction Acts had effectively repealed the so-called “Black Codes,” which required freedmen to contract their labor with their former masters (often for no pay) or face persecution. For southern blacks, freedom of contract was a safeguard against re-enslavement (Montgomery 1993: 120). But in the North Republicans and Democrats used the freedom of contract to justify the violent repression of strikes, boycotts, and other forms of collective action. By organizing workers to refuse to work a 10- or 12-hour day, for example, unions supposedly conspired to rob the individual of the “right to work” under whatever conditions he chose. Accordingly, legislators passed so-called “conspiracy laws” to prevent workers from collectively pressuring employers to pay a living wage, shorten work hours, or improve working conditions (de Leon 2015). 
SLIDE 8: Artillery
For instance, in response to the 1867 eight-hour strike, Chicago Times editor and Democratic powerbroker Wilbur F. Storey wrote, “The right of every man in Chicago to work as many or as few hours as he pleases, and to be secure in the enjoyment of that right, must and will be protected. The right of every employer in Chicago to manage and control his own property and to make and carry out such bargains with his employes [sic] as he and they may agree to, must and will also be protected … rioters should be swept out of existence by a discharge of artillery” (Chicago Times, May 4, 1867, 4). 
SLIDE 9: The Battle of Halsted
Later, during the 1877 railroad strike, which left thirty Chicago workers dead and 200 wounded primarily in the so-called Battle of Halsted, Carter Harrison, then U.S. Congressman and later mayor of Chicago during the Haymarket Affair, made plain the rationale for the use of force at a meeting of Chicago employers and elected officials. After endorsing Mayor Monroe Heath’s call for 5,000 armed volunteers, Mr. Harrison said, 
It stands us in hand here to determine that men shall work, – and that no crowd of a dozen, or of a hundred, or a thousand, shall keep honest labor from the privileges of work. [Cheers.] Sir, work is worship. Every one has a right to work. Let every man that wants to work have the privilege, and let the remainder of us see that the muscle that wants to labor shall be protected. (Chicago Tribune, July 26, 1877) 
SLIDE 10: Summary
This double movement – of white workers’ turn away from black civil rights and of the party system’s turn away from white industrial workers – not only isolated the otherwise complementary interests of white and black working people, but also transformed them into competing political objectives. 
Today, as in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, social movements for labor, civil, and immigrant rights, are not mutually reinforcing, allied constituencies exerting combined upward pressure on the political establishment to rethink these struggles as linked. In this context, the Democrats do not stop at ignoring captured constituencies like labor and communities of color: they play one against the other. 
SLIDE 11: Nativism
For example, the AFL-CIO recently negotiated a deal with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce on the U.S. Senate’s now failed immigration reform bill that would limit the number of immigrants who could work legally in the United States. Instead of taking a more inclusive stance by, for instance, demanding that all new immigrants become union members or at least have the right to unionize regardless of legal status, organized labor was maneuvered by the party system into accepting the logic of nativism, which turns on the unsubstantiated claim that immigrants take jobs away from “Americans” (Bennett 2013). 
A new period of labor ascendancy can only be realized by rebuilding the movement in a way that at last overcomes the organizational isolation and racial contradictions that have been cultivated by the party system and organized labor since the nineteenth century. Only then can progressives look Black Lives Matter activists in the eye and say, “We are with you. How can we help?”
SLIDE 12: Origins of Right to Work
Thank you.
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