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Abstract

The durability of a two party system has been used as evidence of a popular consensus
underlying American politics. Instead, I attribute the failure of third party movements to
the American electoral system. By awarding election to the candidate with the most votes
regardless of the total cast for other candidates, the simple-majority single-ballot (SMSB)
system encourages rational voters to vote for the lesser-of-two-evils, their relative pref-
erence among the candidates perceived to have a chance of winning. In an SMSB elec-
toral system, the two major parties will normally drift toward the political center to cap-
ture centrist voters needed for an electoral majority. By providing voters on the electoral
extremes with an alternative, third parties brake the major parties’ progressive modera-
tion. Using election data from Massachusetts in the 1880s, I show that when the state’s
Republican Party drifted to the political right to hold upper-class voters (the “Mug-
wumps”), the Greenback-Labor Party attracted disenchanted working-class voters, espe-
cially those already mobilized by the Knights of Labor. Frightened by the loss of work-
ing-class voters, the Republicans enacted a new era in labor legislation in 1886 including
a law providing for a state board of strike arbitration including representatives of labor
organizations. An analysis of the legislative vote shows the importance of third parties as
vehicles promoting reform politics in a structurally-conservative political system because
legislators from districts where the Greenback vote exceeded the legislator’s own victory
margin were significantly more likely to support the arbitration bill. But the quick collapse
of the Massachusetts Greenbacks after 1886 shows how difficult it is to sustain an inde-
pendent political movement in a SMSB electoral system.

Third Parties and American Democracy

Many celebrate the two-party system in the United States as evidence of the
popular consensus underlying American political culture.! But notwithstanding
the “persistent, obdurate, one might almost say tyrannical, two-party system,”
the political history of the United States is littered with third parties and inde-
pendent political movements. Significant third-party voting is found in virtually
every presidential election and third-party candidates received over five percent
of the vote in a third of presidential elections between 1840-2000. Because of
third-party voting, seventeen of the last forty-one presidents have been elected
with less than fifty percent of the popular vote, including the last three (elected
1992-2000). Many of these independent campaigns had an explicitly working-
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class orientation, beginning with the world’s first independent working-class po-
litical party, Philadelphia’s Workingmen’s Party of the 1830s, and continuing
through the Greenback and Union Labor Parties of the 1870s and 1880s, the
Populists of the 1890s, and the twentieth-century’s Socialists, Farmer-Labor,
Communist, and Progressive Parties.? But, unlike their counterparts in Britain,
France, Japan, and other capitalist democracies, American workers have never
established a political movement able to compete for national political power.
None of the independent political movements has survived as a significant po-
litical force.>

If the two-party system is evidence of the strength of the American con-
sensus, then persistent third-party activity shows continuing dissatisfaction with
America’s politics. Strong institutional and behavioral obstacles to independent
politics make the magnitude of third-party voting even more impressive. Voting
for a third party challenges established values and local authorities. “To vote for
a third party,” political scientists Steven Rosenstone, Roy Behr, and Edward
Lazarus argue, “citizens must repudiate much of what they have learned and
grown to accept as appropriate political behavior, they must often endure
ridicule and harassment from neighbors and friends, they must pay steep costs
to gather information on more obscure candidates, and they must accept that
their candidate has no hope of winning.”* These obstacles make it easier to ex-
plain the failure of independent politics than to account for its occasional suc-
cesses and persistent trials. Perhaps the greatest barrier to third parties is the
way winners are determined in American elections. By awarding election to the
candidate with the most votes regardless of the total cast for other candidates,
the simple-majority single-ballot (SMSB) system virtually disenfranchises vot-
ers for losing candidates, including those voting for the losing major party as
well as those voting for minor parties. Because votes for losing candidates have
no impact on the final election, rational voters concerned with the elections out-
come will gravitate toward a candidate who may win rather than toward their
absolute favorite, toward their relative preference among the candidates per-
ceived to have a chance of winning. Choosing their absolute favorite, third-
party voters usually have no influence on the final outcome; but by voting for the
lesser-of-evils, they may help prevent the election of the worse of the major can-
didates. From this analysis, Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus conclude that “The
single-member-district plurality system is the single largest barrier to third par-
ty vitality.”® Reviewing the electoral experience of democracies throughout Eu-
rope, Asia, and the Americas, the French political scientist, Maurice Duverger
agrees that:

The simple-majority single-ballot system favours the two-party system. Of all the
hypotheses that have been defined in this book, this approaches the most nearly
perhaps to a true sociological law. An almost complete correlation is observable
between the simple-majority single-ballot system and the two-party system . . . ex-
ceptions are very rare and can generally be explained as the result of special con-
ditions.”
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Lesser-evil voting in an SMSB electoral system reinforces the tendency of
political parties to move toward the political center. In an SMSB electoral sys-
tem, contending parties seek victory by attracting voters toward the center of
the ideological spectrum, adjusting their programs to attract these marginal vot-
ers of centrist politics until they have constructed an electoral majority. Assum-
ing that disgruntled extremist voters will have no alternative when their own par-
ty drifts towards the ideological center, party leaders moderate their message
without regard for their wishes. They seek election confident that voters in their
party’s ideological base will continue to support moderate candidates for fear of
“wasting their vote” or allowing the election of a “greater evil.”

This provides a place for third parties, providing an alternative for dis-
gruntled voters with a strong ideology. But if the major parties’ centrist drift
explains the persistent popularity of third parties the need to build electoral
majorities by attracting marginal centrist voters explains their eventual fail-
ures. Third parties restrain the major parties from retreats from principle be-
cause they give infra-marginal party loyalists a vehicle through which to ex-
press opposition to their parties’ centrist drift. But third-party voting satisfies
party loyalists thirst for doctrinal fidelity only by risking the election of a
“greater evil.” For this reason, most third parties are “flash in the pans,” dis-
appearing either by fusion with a major party that accepts some of their prin-
ciples or else, if they cling to their independence, by elimination when voters
abandon them for fear they will lead to the election of less-desirable major par-
ty candidates.®

This paper analyzes third-party voting using the experience of a radical la-
bor reform party to show the strength and limits of third-party movements. Af-
ter a brief theoretical discussion, the experience of the Greenback-Labor Party
in Massachusetts in the mid-1880s is discussed. Greenback voting in the presi-
dential election of 1884 is analyzed to show the sources of the party’s vote. Next,
the impact of Greenback voting on behavior in the subsequent legislatures is ex-
plored to show how the Greenbacks influenced major party politics and gov-
ernment policy. The paper concludes by returning to the general discussion of
the role of third-party movements in American politics and the debate over
American Exceptionalism.

Rational and Irrational Third-Party Voting: Static and Dynamic Effects

Concerned with winning elections, major party activists dismiss third-party vot-
ing. Urging voters to stick with their candidate, they argue that voting for a mi-
nor party candidate in an SMSB electoral system risks the election of the less at-
tractive major-party candidate. From this “static” view, the only reason to vote
for a minor candidate is because it “feels good.” It can never be instrumental be-
cause it cannot advance the voter’s interest in the election of the best possible
candidate. Sometimes, the costs of third-party voting are smaller: either the costs
of electing the less desirable major-party candidate are relatively small because
there is little difference between the major candidates, or one is likely to win elec-
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tion by a particularly wide margin. But, from the static approach, third-party vot-
ing can never be a rational means to advance political ends.

But, as usual, a “static” analysis is flawed. It treats politics too simply by as-
suming fixed party policies determined outside of political processes. This nec-
essarily misses the positive impact of third parties, which is to change political
dynamics by pressuring major parties to alter their positions. Third parties “stir
the waters and prevent stagnation” in American politics by bringing to the fore
issues and approaches shunned by the major parties concerned with gaining the
support of the same few voters in the ideological center. “Third parties,” William
Hesseltine argues, “have performed the function of calling attention to serious
problems and pointing a way to their solution. They have stimulated—some-
times by frightening them—the lethargic or timid politicians of the major par-
ties. They have advocated reforms which the older parties have adopted and en-
acted into law.”® “The special service of minor parties in the United States,”
agrees another observer, “has been to call attention to economic and social con-
ditions that require consideration and readjustment.”!°

Third parties influence the major parties by threatening them with the loss
of infra-marginal voters normally loyal to a particular party because their posi-
tion along the ideological spectrum makes the other major party a notably infe-
rior choice. Voters at points A and B in Figure 1, for example, would strongly
prefer the “left” and “right” parties, respectively. But, because they have strong
ideological positions, these voters will resent their party’s progressive modera-
tion or drift towards the political center (represented by point C in Fig. 1). Unable
to vote for the other major party, a third party is their only protest vehicle, their
only means to punish their party for neglecting their wishes. For infra-marginal
voters, third-party voting, or at least threatening to vote for a third-party candi-
date, can be rational in a “dynamic” sense because it can discourage the major
parties from moving away from their values. By threatening the loss of infra-
marginal voters, third parties force the major parties to attend to their base.

A Static Model

Viewing political ideology in static terms, where political parties have fixed po-
sitions, voters will switch to a third party only at the risk of contributing to the
election of the candidate of the less desired major party. This “static” effect dis-
courages voting for third parties as represented by Equation 1:

(1) AU/AT = AU/AR + o*AD/AT

Where AU/AT is the change in welfare from an extra third-party vote; AU/AR
is the change in welfare from the election of the less desired major-party candi-
date (R); a is the relative desirability of the preferred major-party candidate (D)
winning where « = AU/AD — AU/AR; and AD/AT is the change in the proba-
bility that the more desired major-party candidate will win if there is an extra
third-party vote.
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In Equation 1, both the right-hand-side derivatives (AU/AR and AD/AT)
are less than zero while « is greater than zero. Viewed as a static problem, there-
fore, defecting to a third party is a/lways a bad idea because it raises the chance
that the less desirable candidate will win without providing any compensating
gain. But there are circumstances that make it an even worse idea.

First, defecting to a third party makes less sense for a party’s infra-marginal
voters where AU/AR is large, that is where the less desirable party’s candidates
are particularly undesirable. Intuitively, a party’s infra-marginal voters should be
more careful to prevent the election of the less-desirable candidate where that
candidate is particularly obnoxious.

Second, defecting to a third party makes less sense where « is large and
there is a large ideological gap between the two major parties. Intuitively, a par-
ty’s infra-marginal voters should be more careful to prevent the election of the
less-desirable candidate where their party’s candidate is much better than the
less-desirable candidate.

Finally, defecting makes less sense where AD/AT is large or where each
vote may have a large impact. Intuitively, a party’s infra-marginal voters should
avoid a third party where there is a chance that their vote will matter because
the election is particularly close.

Dynamic Considerations

In Equation 1, voting involves choosing between candidates with fixed ideolo-
gies. In this case, there is no gain from voting for a third party; defecting to a third
party could be a bad idea or it could be worse but it can never be instrumentally
rational because the static model contains no positive terms to balance the loss-
es from increasing the danger of the less desirable candidate winning election.
But, as mentioned before, this static analysis neglects the dynamic process where,
in their search for elective office, political parties adjust their programs to attract
voters. In the language of Equation 1, this can be represented with second-de-
rivative terms, the change in the change in the utility voters receive from the elec-
tion of each major party candidate with third party voting, or A>2U/ARAT and
A?U/ADAT. Seen as a dynamic process, third party voting can produce utility
gains for infra-marginal voters by pulling the major parties toward their posi-
tions. The major parties’ response to third-party demands depends on three fac-
tors: the sensitivity of the major parties to third-party demands; and the impor-
tance of the potential third-party vote: how large it is in absolute numbers and
how large it is relative to the margin separating the major parties. Finally, the ma-
jor parties will be more responsive to third-party demands where fewer voters
will be alienated by concessions to the third-party demands.

The dynamic impact of third party voting can be seen with the help of Fig-
ure 1, which represents the distribution of voters along a single ideological di-
mension. Concerned with winning election in a system with SMSB, pragmatic
political leaders will seek to accommodate voters around the median point of
the ideological distribution. Tailoring their campaign to voters like C in Figure
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1. Distribution of voters around a moderate consensus.

1, pragmatic politicians will neglect voters like A and B to drift toward the ide-
ological center. This centrist drift will antagonize A and B but pragmatic party
leaders will ignore their complaints, assuming that, following static logic, these
voters “have no place to go.” But a third party gives A or B an exit option, com-
plicating the task facing party leaders who now must evaluate the gains from the
centrist drifting net of voters lost from the party’s base who quit rather than tol-
erate further pragmatism.

How far a pragmatic politician should go to accommodate a third party de-
pends in part on the shape of the ideological distribution. In Figure 1, for ex-
ample, there are relatively few voters on the political extremes (points A and B)
who will be lost to a third party compared with the larger number to be gained
in the center (around point C). A more difficult situation is shown in Figure 2
where the political extremes are large relative to the centrist voters around point
C. Because the extremes are balanced, pragmatic politicians will still contest a
two-party election around point C. But, in this distribution of opinion, they will
find it hard to ignore third-party activity because there are many voters to be lost
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2. Distribution of voters with strong extremes.
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on the extremes. Even the most pragmatic, non-ideological politician will find
that, although elections may not be won on the extremes, they can be lost there
by antagonizing their base in the search of centrist voters.

How politicians perceive the shape of the ideological distribution should
have much to do with determining a party’s flexibility toward the demands of a
third party. Leaders who believe there are few voters to be lost on the extremes
but many in the center (as in Fig. 1) will readily reject third-party demands. On
the other hand, those who believe there are many voters on the extremes (as in
Fig. 2) will be more inclined to abandon the search for votes in the center by
making concessions to putative third parties to prevent massive defections.

A strong third-party showing demonstrates to politicians the strength of the
political extremes, suggesting that the distribution of opinion is more like Figure
2 than Figure 1. For this reason, major parties will be readier to make concessions
to third parties that have demonstrated electoral strength. But the number of
votes a third party might represent is only one element of its political leverage.
Just as important is the margin between the major candidates, both secure vic-
tors and major party candidates facing guaranteed defeat need not accommodate
the wishes of third parties. Finally, rational politicians assess the net not the gross
gain from accommodating (or rejecting) a third party’s demands, not only the vot-
ers regained at the extremes but also those now lost in the center.

All together, this gives seven factors to consider in assessing the likely im-
pact of third party voting: three static and four dynamic conditions. Supporting
a third party is more rational, or less of a bad idea, under three static conditions:

1. The less attractive major party is not particularly undesirable.
2. There is a smaller ideological gap between the major parties.
3. There is a larger victory margin for the winning candidate.

In addition, voting for a third party is more likely to achieve a voter’s goals of
changing the major parties’ positions under four dynamic conditions:

4. The major parties are ideologically flexible, more interested in winning
elections than in maintaining any particular political positions.

5. The third party is likely to attract a large number of voters. (Because the
tails of the distribution of opinion are relatively thick.)

6. There is a smaller victory margin for the winning candidate so neither par-
ty can risk losing supporters in its base.

7. The third party presents demands that are unlikely to alienate many
voters.

The Massachusetts Greenback-Labor Party of 1884

Massachusetts has rarely had a competitive party system. Before the Civil War,
the state voted for the Federalists and, after their collapse, it became a Whig
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stronghold. Following the disintegration of the Whigs, the state flirted briefly
with the American Party (a.k.a. the “Know Nothings”) before enlisting in the
new Republican Party where it remained for seventy years. Since shifting over
to the Democrats with Al Smith and Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal, the
state has remained a Democratic stronghold. From 1856-1872, Republican pres-
idential nominees averaged sixty-seven percent of the state’s vote. All of the
state’s senators in Washington from 1864 to 1884 and over eighty percent of its
representatives in Congress were Republicans. Massachusetts was almost as
Republican on the state and local levels. Every governor elected 1856—1872 was
a Republican and Republicans had overwhelming majorities in both houses of
the state legislature.

Like the rest of the United States, Massachusetts drifted away from the Re-
publicans in the late 1870s, creating a brief period of competitive politics. Na-
tionally, 1876—1896 was one of the few periods in American history when the
two-way division of our politics struck an almost even balance. This was true
even in Republican-dominated Massachusetts where the Republican share of
the presidential vote dropped to fifty-eight percent for Hayes and Garfield in
1876 and 1880 and fell to forty-eight percent in 1884, almost the lowest share a
Republican presidential nominee would receive for seventy years (see Fig. 3).1!
Nor was Blaine’s weakness an isolated phenomenon. Republicans continued to
win most state and local elections in Massachusetts in the 1880s but they lost the
governorship in 1882 and many other elections were fiercely contested. Narrow
election margins forced Republicans to be particularly attentive to all elements
of the electorate because even small voting blocks could turn elections.

5 . e A N A S S B e S R
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3. Whig/Republican share of Massachusetts Presidential vote, 1836-1928.

Source: United States, Department of Commerce, Historical Statistics of the United States, from
Colonial Times to 1957 (Washington, D.C., 1960), 687-689.
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Defections from two groups in particular undermined the Republican ma-
jority in the 1880s. On one side, there were the well-born elite reformers who
were alienated by political corruption, free-spending on soldiers’ pensions,
southern reconstruction, and the Republican Party’s continued flirtation with
economic experiments: greenbacks, monetary inflation, and protective tariffs.
Labeled “Mugwumps,” they included prominent lawyers and intellectuals in-
cluding Josiah Quincy, Richard Henry Dana, and President Charles Eliot of
Harvard. Economic liberals, they formed a block mobilized against further con-
cessions to organized labor.

It was hard for Republican leaders to accommodate the Mugwumps’ de-
mands because their defection was matched across the political spectrum by
protests among radical workers and labor reformers disappointed with the Par-
ty’s cautious approach to economic reform. Seeking legislation restricting the
hours of work, limiting child labor, providing for workplace safety, and support-
ing labor unions, labor activists in the 1850s and 1860s had flirted with Demo-
cratic politicians and with independent politics.!? But, in the early 1880s, disap-
pointment with the failure of Republican leaders to deliver on promised
reforms, large numbers of workers appeared ready to join their movement. One
labor radical bemoaned elections like the presidential vote of 1884, saying it
“would be a mere sham of no consequence at all . . . if we had but the two plague-
stricken parties in the field . . . their candidates but the hirelings of capital.”3 A
later historian agreed, branding the period’s two-party competition as “more
and more merely a struggle for office,” The major parties

waged essentially empty campaigns. They appealed to wartime loyalties, they ex-
posed each other’s corruption and claimed moral superiority, and they magnified
out of proportion the few real issues, like the tariff, that divided them. But on the
fundamental question of the time—the role of government in a modern industri-
al society—the two national parties had no quarrel. Both saw an identity of inter-
est between the government and the great banking, manufacturing, and railroad
corporations.'#

From the 1850s on, one man, Benjamin F. Butler, best represented the hopes
of labor reform voters in Massachusetts. A national Democrat, he voted for Jef-
ferson Davis fifty-seven times at the Democratic convention of 1860, Butler
seemed an odd leader for the radical left of any party. But he had been a radical
democrat since he began his first try for elective office in 1846. There, a woolen
mill owner who ran his textile factory on a ten-hour workday, he ran for Lowell
City Council as a Democrat stressing shorter hours for mill workers. He lost “but
his stand on this matter endeared him to the working class.”'> Elected to the
state senate, Butler sponsored legislation to restrict the hours of manufacturing
work: “Let Massachusetts set the example of short hours,” he said, “her manu-
facturers are strong enough to do it and the others will soon be brought in.”'¢ In
1850, Butler sponsored the “Coalition” uniting Democrats and Free Soilers be-
hind a platform favoring the ten-hour day, secret ballot, popular election of
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judges, homestead exemption law, redistribution of seats in state House, and re-
duction in the poll tax. Coalitionists won the election in 1850, electing Democ-
rat George Boutwell to Governor’s chair and Freesoiler Charles Sumner to Sen-
ate, despite warnings from employers that “Whoever employed by this
corporation votes the Ben Butler ten-hour ticket on Monday next will be dis-
charged.”!”

Service as a general in the Civil War made Butler a strong advocate of the
freeman, including emancipation and, later, civil rights and universal suffrage.
Butler returned to Congress after the War as a Radical Republican, taking up the
leadership of the Radical bloc after the death of Thaddeus Stevens. Butler spon-
sored measures to protect the civil rights of the freemen, shorten the work week,
protect trade unions, and inflate the currency. In addition to serving as house
manager in the impeachment of President Johnson, Butler sponsored the Ku
Klux Klan Bill (1873) and the Civil Rights Bill (1875) and was an acknowledged
national leader of currency reform, a unique role among New England Con-
gressmen, and one of the counsel in the legal tender case (Julliard vs. Greenman).

Butler’s long dedication to labor reform knit his career together and en-
deared him to Massachusetts workers and antagonized their employers. Labor
reform was the leitmotif of Butler’s long political career from his early days in
the Massachusetts legislature in the 1850s, when he supported labor unions, ten-
hour day legislation, and the voting rights of poor mill workers through his work
on the legal defense of the Haymarket martyrs in the late 1880s. As congress-
man from Essex County in the 1860s and 1870s, he spoke for strikers and labor
unions. His reputation as “an advocate of justice to the laboring man” made
him a favorite of working-class voters throughout the Commonwealth, indeed
throughout the United States. A national leader of the labor movement, he reg-
ularly received petitions from labor organizations including those outside of his
district.!®

Angered by the national Republican Party’s readiness to abandon south-
ern reconstruction, civil rights, and monetary inflation, Butler left the Republi-
can Party in 1878 to run for governor of Massachusetts as an independent. His
parting was not regretted by many in the Party. Butler complained that “If I had
been the firm, ardent ... advocate of the hard-money views of the money-
lenders of State Street, I should have been their pet and not their aversion and
Massachusetts would have given me anything on earth that was in her gift.” In-
stead, “following my convictions I suffer the penalties of all reformers.”'” Pres-
ident Hayes declared Butler’s defeat in reelection to Congress in 1878, “one of
the best events that has happened since the war.” Butler was, Hayes said, “the
most dangerous and wicked demagogue we have ever had.”?°

Conservatives warned that Butler represented, in E. L. Godkin’s words,
“the organization, prematurely and under false colors, but still the organization
of such a commune as America would now supply.”?! Defeated as an indepen-
dent, Butler returned to the Democratic Party in 1881, winning election as Gov-
ernor of Massachusetts in 1882 as only the second Democrat elected governor
of Massachusetts since the formation of the Republican Party. As governor, But-
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ler pushed a radical program of social and democratic reform. Liberals flocked
to congratulate him on his election as governor, including Wendell Phillips and
Susan B. Anthony. His 2% hour inaugural address did not disappoint them. He
called for repeal of the state poll tax, easier voter registration, female suffrage,
reform of the poor relief system, workers’ compensation, strike arbitration, and
support for labor unions.?> As governor, Butler appointed the first African-
American judge in Massachusetts history (George Ruffin) and the first Irish
Catholic to be given a judicial office (J. McCafferty). But, he accomplished lit-
tle else in his one-year term. Facing solid Republican and conservative majori-
ties in the General Court (the Massachusetts legislature) and the Governor’s
Council, Butler accomplished little in the one tumultuous term he served before
being defeated for re-election.

Defeat did little to discourage Butler’s ambitions, nor did it significantly
weaken the support he enjoyed from the state’s, and the nation’s, labor reform-
ers. Even before the major parties met to choose their presidential nominees in
1884, Butler was nominated for president by the Greenback Party and the newly-
minted Anti-Monopoly Party. Hoping to use these to leverage the Democratic
nomination, Butler attended the Democratic convention where he presented a
minority platform favoring currency inflation, strike mediation, immigration re-
form, labor unions, and tariff protection. Butler warned the Democrats: “If you
refuse to stand by the workingmen, God help you, I cannot.”?* But his efforts
were unavailing; the Democrats passed over Butler in favor of the conservative,
hard-money candidate, Grover Cleveland.

Rejected by Republicans and Democrats, Butler again, changed parties to
accept the Greenback and Anti-Monopoly nominations. Freely attacking both
major parties, while accepting money from both, Butler declared that he had
“belonged to the Democratic party till it attempted to destroy the Union, and
was with the Republican party till it deserted its founders, the laboring men.”
The capitalists, he charged, “now hold the Republican party bound hand and
foot. Hayes has violated every pledge and betrayed the Negroes of the South”
and Grant’s efforts to restore the Gold standard in order to strengthen public
credit was nothing more than a “swindle.”?* The Republicans, he warned, were
“kept alive by the cohesive power of public plunder.” The Democrats were
maintained by monopolistic big business: the Erie Railroad, the Rockefeller in-
terests, and Southern employers exploiting Negro labor.>> Butler’s supporters
warned that “It is better not to vote at all than to cast a ballot that may yet be
turned upon you . . . the man who votes for Blaine or for Cleveland must bear
his share of responsibility for all acts of whichever of these men is elected.”?®
Despite the $200,000 of his own money that he invested in his campaign and the
large crowds he attracted, Butler himself had no illusions about his chance of
winning the election. He hoped, however, that “at worst, even in the infancy of
our organization, we can hold the balance of power between the two old parties;
so that if we cannot wholly prevent bad and unjust legislation, we can force them
to bend together to enact it.”?” I could not find a better analysis of the dynamic
approach to third-party activity.
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The Anti-Monopoly Party (or Greenbacks, sometimes People’s Party) did
poorly nationally, attracting barely half the vote the Greenbacks drew in 1880.
But because of Butler’s great personal popularity with laborers he drew an un-
usually strong vote in the east for a third-party candidate, gaining over 24,000
votes, out of 303,000 cast, in Massachusetts, the highest share received by a Mas-
sachusetts third party between the Civil War and Theodore Roosevelt’s Pro-
gressive Party campaign in 1912. Butler’s showing in Massachusetts was all the
more impressive “considering that employers in his home state quite literally
hated him and that the secret ballot had not yet come into use” and employers
would routinely march their workers to the polls on election day to cast their
votes as a block.?® Against him stood both political parties, their media outlets,
and all the forces of established economic power. Without an established party
organization, Butler relied for institutional support on the union movement, in-
cluding the Massachusetts state Knights of Labor (KOL).?? In this, he benefited
from the period’s rising labor militancy and increasing union membership.

Sniffing victory, Massachusetts Democrats attacked Butler without pause.
A vote for him, the pro-Democratic Boston Herald warned, is wasted, it “is a
vote in the air. By casting such a vote, the voter voluntarily retires from the con-
test.” Worse, this paper and others circulated Democratic charges that Butler
had made an arrangement with the Republicans to help Blaine. A vote for But-
ler “is helping him to carry out a corrupt bargain with the Blaine managers.”30
Perhaps this campaign of calumny worked, or else maybe the Democrats need
not have worried, but Butler’s vote drew few Democrats. Instead, most of his
vote came from expanding the electorate and by raiding the Republican column.
(Note that Butler’s ten percent corresponds well with the ten percentage point
decline in the Republican vote share in 1884 compared with 1880.) Butler ran
poorly among Irish voters and in Democratic strongholds like Boston. Instead,
a comparison of the vote by town in 1880 and 1884 suggests that Butler’s votes
came from the ranks of the non-voters and from those who voted Republican in
1880. Virtually none of the voters who had supported Winfield Hancock, the
Democratic presidential nominee in 1880, voted for Butler; but Butler received
eight percent of the votes cast by voters who had voted for Garfield, the Repub-
lican nominee, and twenty-five percent of the votes of new voters (see Table 1).
In addition to pulling working-class radicals away from the Republican party,
Butler drew voters to the polls who had been unwilling to choose either of the
major party nominees in 1880.3!

Many scholars have shown the importance of ethno-cultural factors in post-
Civil War electoral behavior and there is evidence that these factors largely ex-
plain voting for the Democratic and Republican parties. I have estimated regres-
sions for the logit of the vote share for Blaine, Cleveland, and Butler, the
candidates of the Republican, Democratic, and Greenback-Labor parties, re-
spectively (see Table 2). This analysis confirms the importance of ethno-cultural
considerations for Democratic and Republican voting. The Democratic share was
greatest in large cities with many foreign-born voters while the Republicans were
strongest in small towns populated by the native-born. But, contrary to the ethno-
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TaBLE 1. Flow of voters, Massachusetts 1880-1884.

Voting 1884
GLP GOP Dem
Voting 1880 GLP 8,874 2,622 (10,186)
GOP 13,822 161,114 (16,941)
Dem (816) (25,646) 138,941
Nonvoter 4,755 8,716 5,716

Notes: This table shows estimates of the behavior of voters in the 1884 presidential election according to their
vote in 1880. Estimates are based on regressions of voting by party in 1884 in 342 Massachusetts towns and
cities as a function of votes for the Democratic, Republican, or Greenback presidential candidates in 1880
and the net change in total number of votes cast in the town or city between 1880 and 1884.

Source: Vote data are from Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Manual for the use of the General Court
(Boston, 1886).

cultural view, foreign birth had little impact on voting for the Greenbacks. Instead,
Greenback voting reflected economic class and the mobilization of workers into
class-conscious organizations. Butler drew his strongest support in towns where a
high proportion of the labor force was employed as wage workers in industrial oc-
cupations, and where many workers belonged to the Knights of Labor (KOL).
From the regressions in Table 2, one may estimate that an increase of ten per-
centage points in the share of workers belonging to the KOL is associated with an
increase in the vote for Butler of nearly two percentage points, or fifteen percent.
By contrast, class has little impact on voting for the Republicans or Democrats; a
higher share of proletarians raises the vote for the Democrats slightly and lowers
the Republican vote, but the differences are small (see Table 3). From these re-
gressions one may estimate that proletarian voters are thirty-five percent more
likely to vote for Butler than are non-proletarians, and members of the KOL are
sixty percent more likely to vote for Butler than are non-proletarians.?

Proletarian status and membership in the KOL explain much of the impact
of voter mobilization on the Butler vote share. After controlling for other vari-
ables, especially membership in the KOL, turnout has only a small direct impact
on Greenback voting. The high Greenback vote among new voters reflected the
impact of the KOL on voting; members of the KOL are more likely to vote and
then vote for Butler. An increase of ten percentage points in the share of prole-
tarians belonging to the KOL is associated with an increase in the proportion of
eligible voters voting 0.6 percentage points or nearly one percent.>?

Responding to the Third-Party Challenge

Ben Butler antagonized and frightened Boston’s Brahman elite as much as he
had the New Orleans white upper-class. Two circumstances magnified re-
spectable Boston’s fears. First, the surge in labor radicalism and political activi-
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TABLE 3. Party voting by selected groups, Massachusetts towns,
presidential election of 1884.

Greenback Republican Democrat
KOL 10.91 45.16 40.62
Non-KOL proletarians 9.21 46.88 40.92
Non-proletarians 6.81 49.88 39.80
Foreign-born 8.09 45.65 43.40
Native-born 7.97 49.11 39.51
Towns 5.73 56.04 34.13
Springfield or Worcester 11.64 52.45 33.16
Boston 6.37 35.68 55.81

Note: Mean vote share for KOL members is calculated as a weighted average of the vote by town where the
weights are KOL membership. The number of non-KOL proletarians is estimated as the number of wage earn-
ers minus KOL members; the number of non proletarians is the labor force minus the number of proletarians.

The mean vote share for foreign- and native-born voters calculated as a weighted average of the vote by
town where the weights are the number of foreign- or native-born voters.

The average vote for towns other than Springfield, Worcester, or Boston is the average of the vote share
by party for those towns. The vote for Springfield and Worcester is the average of the vote share by town for
those two cities.

TABLE 4. Determinants of voter turnout. Massachusetts towns, presidential

election of 1884.

Variable Means Coefficient T-statistic

Intercept 1.0000 0.9073 7.227

Percentage voters proletarians 0.3450 0.2797 1.715

Percentage LF industry 0.4651 0.0724 0.323

Log of town population 8.0077 —0.0480 —4.256

Percentage voters foreign born 0.1417 0.0479 0.233

Log of establishment size in town 2.5473 0.0350 0.793

Percentage of proletarians in Knights of Labor 0.0745 0.2982 1.751

Mean of dependent variable 0.7131

F Value 6.7120

R-square 0.1029

N 357

Note: This table reports the results of weighted-OLS regressions where the dependent variable is the loga-
rithm of p/(1-p) where p is the percentage of voters voting in the presidential election. The weight used is
p*(1-p)*x84 where x84 is the square root of the total number of eligible voters.

Source: Vote data are from Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Manual for the use of the General Court
(Boston, 1886) except for Boston ward voting data which are from the Boston Evening Transcript (Novem-
ber 4, 1884), 3. Town population characteristics are from Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Census of Mass-
achusetts, 1885 (Boston, 1888). KOL membership is estimated from data in Jonathan Garlock, Guide to the
Local Assemblies of the Knights of Labor (Westport, Conn., 1982).
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ty in the 1880s augmented the pool of radical workers. Membership in the
Knights of Labor exploded in the 1880s as did support for independent labor
politics.>* Furthermore, the narrow margin separating the two major parties,
magnified the Greenback Labor Party’s leverage. The Greenbacks represented
the balance of power in the state. Of 241 members of the lower house of the Mas-
sachusetts legislature elected in 1885, 98 were elected by fewer votes than were
castin their districts for Butler in the 1884 presidential election. The Greenbacks
and their radical worker voters were in a position to swing elections in Massa-
chusetts.

Brahmins could bewail Butler’s success but professional politicians in the
Democratic and Republican parties scrambled to win back working-class voters
without alienating too many respectable voters. Both parties found this a chal-
lenging task. In addition to ideological concerns that limited their flexibility, par-
ty leaders feared that labor reforms would alienate middle- and upper-class
swing voters. But, in terms of the dynamic considerations discussed earlier, the
large third-party vote and the narrow margin between the major party candi-
dates gave both parties an incentive to adopt labor reform proposals.

The Democrats found it easier to accommodate labor’s demands. Their im-
migrant and working-class base included many voters inclined to sympathize
with labor reform demands. Furthermore, while the party’s upper class leader-
ship and new Mugwump allies opposed labor reform, pro-labor Democrats
found protection in their party’s weakness. The minority party in the legislature,
holding only 76 of 241 seats in the lower house, the Democrats could deny re-
sponsibility for the enactment of legislation. Voting mischievously, they could
act to attract new voters without having to justify to others the implications of
their voting.

By contrast, the majority Republicans had no political cover. Because their
votes made legislation, they risked antagonizing conservatives if they enacted
legislation to lure Greenback voters back to the fold. Republican leaders would
happily have avoided this dilemma, as they had through the 1870s, by shunning
labor issues. But the press of events and the Greenbacks’ electoral strength pre-
cluded this approach. By 1886, labor militancy was brought to the center of
American consciousness by strike waves that shook the foundations of Ameri-
can industry. “For several weeks,” the Bankers’ Magazine reported in 1886, “the
most prominent social phenomena have been the numerous outbreaks between
employers and employees. All over the country this extraordinary state of things
exists . . . Never before has anything of the kind occurred . .. The strikes now
raging are like a huge wave rolling over the land.”3> The business press warned
that strikes threatened prosperity with demands “so absolutely revolutionary of
the normal relations between labor and capital, that is has naturally produced a
partial paralysis of business.” The rapidly growing Knights of Labor especially
frightened conservatives. Its demands were “so utterly revolutionary of the in-
alienable rights of the citizen and so completely subversive of social order” that
the whole community should “come to a firm conclusion that these pretensions
must be resisted to the last extremity.”3°
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Surging labor radicalism prevented politicians from ignoring labor issues
but employers’ uncompromising hostility to organized labor left politicians few
options to appease reformers without antagonizing voters on the right. Conser-
vatives warned that politicians were ready to undermine capitalism to appease
angry workers. At the peak of labor agitation in May 1886, the Boston Evening
Transcript charged that a “fierce gale has been blowing all along in the alleged
interest of labor.” This conservative paper attacked politicians who were ready
to compromise the interests of business in their search for the labor vote.3”
“Politicians” like these, MIT-president Francis Walker complained, “groveled,
as only American politicians can grovel, before all who were supposed to exer-
cise any influence among the Knights.” “Legislators,” he charged, “began to pre-
pare bills with blank spaces to be filled in according to whatever should be as-
certained to be the wishes of the new party.”3%

Reformers sought a path out of this dilemma by proposing collective bar-
gaining and voluntary state strike mediation to reconcile labor and capital. State
strike mediation was attractive to politicians because it was a way to appease la-
bor without antagonizing capitalists too much. Employers were urged to nego-
tiate with unions, with the promise that collective bargaining would lead to re-
sponsible trade unions who would refrain from striking. Without defending
strikes, these reformers attributed unrest to material conditions facing workers
rather than to the propaganda of radical agitators and argued that these mater-
ial conditions could be addressed by encouraging responsible unions through
collective bargaining.3 Instead of repression, they proposed extending democ-
racy, giving workers a voice in industry by making strong labor unions agents in
a system of collective bargaining. “Labor troubles,” wrote the long-time Massa-
chusetts commissioner of labor, Carroll Wright, “are as often the result of a lack
of information as to the true state of a trade as of any other thing.” But if a sys-
tem of arbitration was established, “the age of lock-outs and strikes” would be
replaced by “the rule of reason . .. and, when it shall hold sway, capital and la-
bor will learn that their interests are reciprocal and not antagonistic.”*°

Welcoming this outside support, labor leaders endorsed calls for state sys-
tems to encourage conciliation and arbitration. The KOL’s interest in arbitration
is well known; they list it twice in their twenty-two point national program.*! But
even trade union leaders supported state-sponsored arbitration. Led by its lead-
ers Adolph Strasser and Samuel Gompers, the New York State Workingmen’s
Assembly endorsed legislation to establish a system of state arbitration in New
York.*?

Massachusetts politicians responded to Greenback Labor Party (GLP) vot-
ing and the “labor scare” of the mid-1880s with a new era in labor legislation.*3
Laws were enacted regulating workplaces to prevent fires, providing for week-
ly payments, employers liability, restricting child and convict labor, laws to en-
courage employee stock ownership, and to establish a labor day holiday. The
centerpiece of the new era was an “act to provide for a state board of arbitra-
tion for the settlement of differences between employers and their employ-
ees.”** Seen by contemporaries as a “radical and important departure in labor



Knights of Labor and Union Labor Coalition in Massachusetts, 18841888 181

legislation,” state-house correspondents for the major Boston newspapers called
the bill a major victory for organized labor, especially for the Knights of Labor.*
They attributed its enactment to political considerations. Democrats, the Bos-
ton Herald’s statehouse correspondent explained, hoped to capitalize on their
strength among Irish-American workers to gain union support in the upcoming
elections. For their part, Republicans approved the bill’s passage “from fear of
labor’s wrath.” They hoped to maintain their precarious popular majority in the
hope that timely concessions would at least minimize labor’s hostility. Ironical-
ly, one reporter claimed the KOL lobbyists “hoped the bill would not be sup-
ported” so they could use its defeat as propaganda for their independent labor
slate in the fall elections.*®

A test of labor’s political influence, the vote on the arbitration bill gives us
an opening into the response of the major parties to independent labor politics.
Business interests opposed the law, especially provisions giving the arbitration
board investigative powers and according official sanction to organized labor by
requiring that one of the board’s three members belong to a labor organiza-
tion.*” Strongly supported by organized labor, these provisions were enacted
only by narrow margins. Regressions have been estimated where the dependent
variable is an index of pro-labor voting.*® Independent variables have been in-
cluded to reflect both structural characteristics of the legislators’ districts, includ-
ing the share of the voters who were proletarians and the industrial distribution
of the population, the proportion foreign born and city size, the legislators’ own
characteristics and party, and measures of mobilized worker pressure, including
union membership and support for Butler and the Greenback Labor Party in the
last presidential election (see Table 5).4°

The most important results from these regressions are for the constituen-
cy pressure variables, especially GLP voting. These suggest that politicians ad-
justed their policies to attract the large voting blocks of KOL and GLP sup-
porters. Legislators from districts where the KOL or the GLP were strong were
much more likely to vote with labor. About six percent of Massachusetts work-
ers belonged to the KOL in 1886; membership increases the average legislator’s
pro-labor voting by nearly 0.15, enough by itself to explain the enactment of the
arbitration legislation. Previous GLP voting also influenced legislators to sup-
port the arbitration legislation. After controlling for other characteristics, leg-
islators from districts where the GLP vote was one standard deviation above
the average (13.2 percent) had pro-labor scores 0.45 above those one standard
deviation below the mean (2.2 percent) (see Table 5). GLP voting had its great-
est impact on legislators elected by narrow margins. Republicans from districts
where the GLP vote was less than the legislator’s margin of victory have an av-
erage pro-labor voting score of —0.78; but those from districts where the GLP
vote exceeded their own margin have a score 0.65 higher, or —0.13.5° Control-
ling for other characteristics, in districts where the GLP vote exceeded the win-
ners’ victory margin, the legislators’ pro-labor vote score was nearly 0.49 high-
er than elsewhere. If there had been no GLP votes at all, then the average
pro-labor vote score would have been only —0.47 rather than +0.05; labor’s po-
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TABLE 5. Pro-labor voting by members of the Massachusetts State Assembly.
Voting on Labor Arbitration bill, April 1886.

Variable Mean Coefficient T-statistic
Intercept 1.00 -2.95 —3.05
Percentage voters proletarians 0.49 -0.77 -1.03
Legislator’s occupation
Worker 0.16 0.43 1.80
Employer 0.35 —0.44 —2.22
Lawyer 0.14 —0.56 —2.15
Republican 0.66 -1.52 —7.88
Share Greenback for President, 1884 0.08 3.81 2.33
Greenback vote exceeds legislator’s election margin 0.41 0.38 2.39
Percentage LF industry 0.60 1.47 1.33
Percentage voters foreign born 0.21 1.14 1.01
Log of capital/labor ratio in town’s industry 513 0.55 3.85
Strikers/wage earners in town, 1881-mid 1886 0.04 0.34 0.48
Share of proletarians in Knights of Labor 0.055 2.53 1.12
Mean of dependent variable 0.046
F Value 16.947
R-square 0.450
N 239

Note: This table reports the results of regressions where the dependent variable is PROLABOR = vl + v2
where v1 is the legislators’ vote on enacting the arbitration bill on April 7, 1886, and v2 is his vote on drop-
ping the requirement that a member of the arbitration board belong to a labor organization. V1 and v2 are
+1 where legislator’s voted the pro-labor organization position (enacting the bill and not concurring with the
State Senate), —1 if they voted against labor, and 0 if they did not vote.

Source: Legislative votes are from Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Journal of the House, 1886 (Boston,
1886), 427, 587. Occupations are from Ibid., 832-843. Town population characteristics are from Common-
wealth of Massachusetts, Census of Massachusetts, 1885 (Boston, 1888). Election data, including the match-
ing of towns and legislative districts, are from Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Manual for the use of the
General Court (Boston, 1886), except for Boston ward voting data which are from the Boston Evening Tran-
script (November 4, 1885), 3. Legislator’s party is from the Boston Evening Transcript (November 4, 1885),
2. The number of strikers by town is from United States, Commissioner of Labor, Report, 1886 (Washington,
1887),228—59. KOL membership is estimated from data in Jonathan Garlock, Guide to the Local Assemblies
of the Knights of Labor (Westport, Conn., 1982).

sition on the strike mediation bill would have been defeated rather than nar-
rowly enacted.

The Massachusetts legislature in 1886 included more worker-legislators,
sixteen percent, than have most other American legislatures.>! These members’
pro-labor vote scores were significantly higher than were those for the larger
number of legislators with employer or legal backgrounds. Legislators listing a
background as an employer or a lawyer, over half of the legislature, were less
likely to support labor on the arbitration bill. On these issues, lawyers voted like
employers against labor.
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Legislators supported labor’s position on arbitration legislation from fear
of a politically mobilized constituency. But few felt compelled to appease pas-
sive constituents. Structural characteristics of the electorate, such as the pro-
portion proletarian and the industrial distribution of the labor force, had little
impact on legislative voting. Legislators from heavily industrialized communi-
ties had slightly more pro-labor voting records but those from districts with a
large share of working-class voters were slightly less likely to favor state arbi-
tration. The only community structure variable that is significant in these re-
gressions is the average capital to labor ratio in manufacturing. This finding may
suggest that representatives of highly capitalized industries were readier than
other employers to accept labor organization.

Third Parties, Class Conflict, and America’s Democratic State

The presidential election of 1884 was the last hurrah for Ben Butler and the Mas-
sachusetts Greenbacks. After thirty years as state legislator, political general,
congressman, governor, advisor to presidents, and leader of the Republican Par-
ty’s radical wing, Butler left politics to practice law. Until his death in 1893, he
remained committed to radical social reform, even representing the Haymarket
martyrs before the United States Supreme Court. But Butler never again ran for
elective office.

Nor did the surge in third-party voting and independent radical politics of
the 1880s lead to a strong independent working-class political movement in the
Bay State. The Massachusetts Greenbacks faded quickly after 1884. Even rela-
tively strong showings in 1884 and 1886 gave them too few votes to win elections.
But without the prospect of victory, few activists were ready to uphold the cause,
and few voters were ready to follow them. The readiness of Democratic and Re-
publican politicians to accommodate labor’s demands and the logic of a SMSB
electoral system undermined independent politics. Wendell Phillips warned
radicals that “Both parties will bid—are bidding—for our support. They will
attempt to buy us off by half-way concessions, enough to save their party and
disarm rising revolt. . . .”>? His warnings were unheeded. Having used the third-
party campaign to show their strength, labor leaders then abandoned it to trade
electoral influence for policy or patronage. Both parties competed for the third-
party vote, undermining attempts to maintain an active third-party movement.
When the Republicans responded to the Greenback vote with a bevy of labor
reform legislation, the Democrats nominated KOL leader Frank Foster for lieu-
tenant governor in 1886.

The GLP experience highlights the importance of the particular electoral
system in undermining radical politics in the United States. The ten percent of
the vote achieved by the Massachusetts GLP in 1884 was a higher share than was
won by most contemporary European socialists. The scattered French socialists,
received barely one percent of the vote in the 1880s and the German Social
Democrats received less than ten percent of the vote in 1884 and barely ten per-
cent in 1887.>3 But when these small socialist parties grew to become powerful
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movements, in Massachusetts, as throughout the United States, radical politics
remained a local flash-in-the-pan; occasional electoral strength never grew into
a significant independent political force.>* The early and recurrent strength of
American political radicalism contradicts arguments attributing the weakness of
independent radical political movements to popular support for a liberal con-
sensus favorable to capitalism. Instead the Massachusetts experience suggests
that scholars should seek political rather than cultural explanations for the po-
litical phenomenon of American Exceptionalism. By inhibiting third-party pol-
itics and pushing politicians toward the political center, the SMSB system limits
labor’s influence to that of an interest group bargaining within broader coalition
parties rather than an independent political force. This suggests a second direc-
tion for further research based on this paper: the use of political power to un-
dermine organized labor politics.

The established political parties and their allies help the logic of two-party
politics by undermining the institutional and behavioral props for independent
radical politics. One such prop was the radical labor movement and the Knights
of Labor. Radical unions win their strikes with appeals for public support; a sys-
tem of state-sponsored collective bargaining might have provided an opening for
such a union strategy much as the Wagner Act did for the Congress of Industri-
al Organizations (CIO) in the 1930s and 1940s. By 1900, most states had mech-
anisms in place to promote strike mediation but they had little effect on strike
activity. Virtually no employers sought state mediation; few accepted it when
proffered, and most rejected collective bargaining.>> Aware that employer in-
transigence threatened their program, some reformers and union leaders urged
that state agencies be given the power to compel employers to negotiate or ac-
cept arbitration. Ten years of unsuccessful voluntary mediation led one observ-
er to write in 1897: “Since voluntary methods do not accomplish the work, and
there is no immediate prospect of their doing so . . . the question is simply, strikes
or labor courts.”>® Complaining that the new State Board lacked the power to
compel employers to recognize organized labor, a Massachusetts union leader
warned in the Boston Labor Leader that “It has been a subject of serious con-
sideration as to whether compulsory arbitration will not be eventually a neces-
sity.” Following his suggestion, the Boston Central Labor Union soon included
compulsory arbitration as one of its top four goals for the next session of the
state legislature.’” Despite this interest, measures to promote compulsory arbi-
tration were not enacted for another forty years. Only in 1935 did the Wagner
Act require employers to conduct “good faith” collective bargaining, and this
requirement contributed to a powerful surge of union growth.

Electoral institutions also narrowed the options for radical politics in the
United States, especially after 1896. The peculiar circumstances that gave orga-
nized labor political leverage in the 1880s disappeared by the mid-1890s with the
establishment of a new electoral regime labeled the “system of 1896” by politi-
cal scientists. Rising labor militancy and the Populist revolt led America’s in-
dustrial and political elite to mobilize and to unite to defeat challenges from be-
low and their new-found unity led to virtual one-party rule, by the Republicans
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in the North and the Democrats in the South. The new regime included re-
stricted suffrage to minimize lower-class voting, and reduced competition be-
tween the two main political parties.>® The new electoral regime remained un-
til the Great Depression system except only for a brief period of enhanced
electoral competition in the 1910s when a progressive-conservative split in the
Republican party restored competitive conditions in many northern states, cre-
ating a political opening that would allow organized labor to press successfully
many of its political demands. In other elections, declining major-party compe-
tition reduced the importance of swing voters and supporters of independent la-
bor parties.

Democrats undermined Southern populism by disfranchising blacks and
poorer whites at the same time northern Republicans purged the electoral rolls
of many urban workers.>® Restrictive registration rules reduced voter turnout
precipitously after 1896, from nearly eighty percent in presidential elections
1876-1896 down to sixty-five percent in 1900-1916.%° The sharpest declines
were among the urban and foreign-born working class.®! Turnout declines, fur-
thermore, were exacerbated by the collapse of the Knights of Labor with its pro-
gram of labor unity and radical political action.®? Ideological democrats be-
moaned the decline in turnout, but turnout declines were a special problem for
independent radicals who, as we saw above, drew disproportionate support from
marginal voters.

Disfranchisement and the decline in political competition between the two
major parties removed major sources of leverage that unions and labor activists
had exercised on the American polity. Combined with the declining strength of
radical labor unions, it is unclear whether one should explain the lack of inde-
pendent radical politics or its persistence.

NOTES

*] am grateful to Claudia Goldin and Merrilee Mardon for helpful comments, to an anony-
mous referee, and to participants at workshops at the University of Massachusetts, Wesleyan
University, and the Eugene V. Debs conference at Indiana State University, November, 2000.
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