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Abstract 

 

The International Workingmen’s Association in the United States, 1865-1876 

Isobel Plowright 

 

This dissertation examines the history of the North American branch of the International 

Workingmen’s Association, which was active in the United States from 1869 to 1876. Founded 

in London in 1864, the International Workingmen’s Association was a radical organization that 

sought to organize the working classes of the world under a common banner. In the United 

States, the International brought under its wing trade unions and political organizations to form a 

militant body that intervened in the great struggles of its day. The organization campaigned in 

favor of the eight-hour day, agitated against unemployment, and raised funds for revolutionary 

exiles. After the war, and contrarily to major labor organizations such as the National Labor 

Union, the International recognized social and political equality regardless of “sex, creed, color 

or condition.” Precisely because the International attempted to build a national presence as 

seceded states attempted to reenter the Union, the organization’s trajectory was related to the 

transformation of the American state after the war. Based on archival research, including the 

minutes of the organization and newspaper articles, this dissertation covers major precursors to 

the International in the United States beginning in 1848, and closes with a reflection on the end 

of the organization in 1876 and the emergence of “pure-and-simple” unionism through the 

American Federation of Labor.  
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Introduction 

The International Workingmen’s Association in the United States, 1865-1876 

 

The International Workingmen’s Association was founded in 1864 at St-Martin’s Hall in 

London. The organization sought to bring together the working classes of the world under a 

common banner and to give a political direction to the labor movement. The International made 

great initial progress in Europe. It took much longer, however, to make inroads in the United 

States, as the General Council attempted to contact Americans at the tail end of the Civil War.  

Karl Marx, the most famous member of the International, had understood that the labor 

movement in the North could make no movement towards its emancipation until slavery in the 

South was abolished. Emancipation, proclaimed as a military measure, led to a reconfiguration of 

the very terms by which labor was understood in the United States. As the war was ending, the 

General Council in Europe looked optimistically towards the growing American labor 

movement. The first fruit of this new agitation was the demand for the eight-hour day. Founded 

at the end of 1869 by European immigrants, the North American branch of the International 

came of age politically in the tumult of Reconstruction. 

The North American branch of the International contributed to the American labor 

movement in two significant ways. First, it laid the ground for labor internationalism in the 

United States by spreading the idea that the destinies of working people around the world were 

intertwined. Second, it developed a strategic orientation towards American politics, in which it 

abstained from participating in electoralism, but pressured for concessions from local and 

national governments through labor organization. This strategy was in sharp contrast with the 

organization in Europe, which generally understood the seizure of political power by the working 
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class as being achieved through the formation of a political party. The North American branch 

reasoned that it would only form a party once it had reached a critical mass of workers. The 

International’s secretary in the United States, Friedrich Sorge, frequently thundered against both 

major political parties.  

This dissertation places the North American branch within the transatlantic context of the 

organization. The North American branch of the International was founded in and centered in the 

industrial North. The organization certainly tried to build links throughout the South. However, 

throughout its history, its greatest supporters were immigrant workers in Northern cities, 

particularly New York City, which had grown to be the largest city in the Republic.  

 In Europe, the International grew out of a series of French and English workers’ meetings.1 

They were soon joined by comrades across Europe, drawing participants from Germany, Spain, 

Switzerland, Poland, Belgium, and Italy. By the end of its relatively short history, the 

International had founded several sections in South America and had also attempted to contact 

workers in China and India. 

I demonstrate how the history of the American branch of the International influenced the 

trajectory of the organization in Europe. Far from a peripheral story in the broader history of the 

International, the North American branch was in active dialogue with the General Council in 

Europe, which frequently referred to events in the United States in formulating its political 

positions.  

 
1 Yuri Stekloff describes the factors that led different nationalities to found the International: in Britain, the growth 

of trade unionism, the formation of trade councils of the 1860s, and the revival of internationalism among British 

workers, particularly with regards to the American Civil War; in France, widespread opposition to Napoleon III, the 

rise of workers’ candidates running for office, and the Manifesto of the Sixty of 1864, which made demands for 

labor reforms; in German, the growth of two competing workers’ organizations, the General German Workers’ 

Association (ADAV) led by Lasalle, and the League of German Workers’ Union led by Bebel and Liebknecht. G. 

M. [Yuri] Stekloff, History of the First International, (London: Martin Lawrence Limited, 1928), 
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Members of the International and outside commentators alike frequently opposed 

democracy in the United States to the monarchies of Europe, particularly Germany and France. 

Throughout its history, the North American branch of the International was more afraid of 

political cooptation than repression. Organizers in the United States identified the republican 

dream of self-improvement and class mobility as a major obstacle towards working-class 

organization. While acknowledging that immigrants were also susceptible to aspirations of class 

mobility, the North American branch often cited the prevalence of these ideas among native-born 

workers as a reason why it never gained much traction among them.  

Within the North American branch, multiple political tendencies bloomed. Some of these 

ideas had travelled across the Atlantic, while others were entirely homegrown. Communists, 

socialists, anarchists, as well as social reformers and trade unionists all found their political home 

in the International. These ideas, however, could not coexist peacefully. The North American 

branch of the International, much like its counterparts in Europe, was riven by a series of splits.  

This dissertation makes three arguments concerning the origin, rise, and trajectory of the 

North American branch of the International. First, I argue that the organization in the United 

States emerged from a dense network of immigrant radicals and abolitionists. As political 

refugees from Europe moved to the United States, they forged alliances with Americans in the 

struggle against slavery. This coalition steadily moved from a politics of radical republicanism to 

labor internationalism in antebellum New York.  

Second, I show that the International’s rise was linked to events in Europe, particularly 

the Franco-Prussian War and the Paris Commune.While after the war, the General Council had 

initially contacted American abolitionists to build the International, it found its first footing 

among European immigrants. The first sections of the International were founded as French and 
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German workers found common cause in opposing Prussia’s invasion of Alsace-Lorraine. The 

advent of the Paris Commune led to an enormous influx in membership.  

Third, I show how the schisms in the International were tied to labor and the pursuit of 

political power during Reconstruction. The life of the International was characterized by conflict 

between sections, concerning the formation of a political party and the rejection of the intrusion 

of social reformers into labor organizations. The North American branch worked tirelessly to 

secure the affiliation of trade unions to its cause, believing that unions could be won over to a 

broader political program once they joined the International.  

Because the International advocated for the seizure of political power of the working class, 

its trajectory also allows us to understand the labor movement’s retreat from politics after 

Reconstruction. The International’s history in the United States points to a road not taken by the 

American labor movement. 

 

Methodology and source base 

The North American Branch of the International was a bridge between labor 

organizations, social reformers, and political radicals. As such, the methodology of this 

dissertation borrows from labor, political, and intellectual history.  

This dissertation maps out the various sections that affiliated to the North American 

branch of the International. One of the specific challenges of writing the history of the North 

American branch of the International is that there are no surviving membership rolls of the 

sections. The lack of rolls creates challenges in answering basic questions regarding who joined 

the organization and makes it at times difficult to cover the rank-and-file of the membership. For 
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this reason, my focus has been primarily on following the activities of the sections of the 

International, rather than individuals.  

This dissertation also draws from political and intellectual history in explaining the 

schisms within the International. Organizational splits usually clarify the positions of all the 

parties that participated in them. This was the case at numerous points in the history of the North 

American branch of the International. I examine the tracts, manifestos, and articles that were at 

the center of struggles for power within the organization.  

First, I looked at the organizational records of the International. The primary corpus of 

source for this dissertation are the minutes of the meetings and congresses of the General 

Council of the International Workingmen’s Association and of the North American branch of the 

organization. The minutes of the General Council have been collated and published up to 1872, 

when the Council moved to New York. Hans Gerth helpfully transcribed and collated the 

minutes of the Hague Congress. 

The Wisconsin Historical Society in Madison holds the records of the North American 

branch of the International Workingmen’s Association, most of which were donated by Hermann 

Schlüter.  The collection holds two letterbooks that provide insight into the International’s day-

to-day operations. The first served successively for the Central Committee, the Provisional 

Federal Council, Federal Council, and eventually the International Labor Union, and the second 

was used by the General Council after its move to New York in 1872. Neither the minutes of the 

North American branch’s meetings nor the membership rolls have been preserved. The 

collection also holds American section 26 (Philadelphia)’s minutes, as well as German Section 1 

(Saint-Louis)’s papers, including incoming and outgoing letters. The minutes of the Philadelphia 

section record the names and the professions of members who joined. I have consulted the 
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personal archives of several members of the International, including Friedrich Sorge and 

Wilhelm Weitling’s papers at the New York Public Library, Stephen Pearl Andrews at the 

Wisconsin Historical Society, and Adolph Douai’s papers are the Briscoe Center for American 

History in Austin, Texas. 

I consulted newspapers associated with the different sections of the organization, notably 

Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, Le Socialiste, and the Arbeiter-Zeitung, as well as labor 

newspapers such as the Chicago-based Workingman’s Advocate.2 Several newspapers carried 

articles about the International’s meetings, particularly New York-based papers like the Times, 

the Tribune, the World, the Herald, and the Sun. I travelled to the Bibliothèque National de 

France and the British Library to consult European newspapers affiliated with the International. 

These publications, most prominently the Bulletin de la fédération jurassienne, reported on the 

activities of the North American branch. 

I examined the records of the labor organizations with which the International had 

contact. I looked at the minutes of the New York Workingmen’s Union, the National Labor 

Union, and the Colored National Labor Union. I also consulted the records of smaller political 

organizations that were in contact with the North American branch of the International.  

I have also given specific attention to organizations that were adjacent to, but not always within, 

the International. Some, like the Society of the Universal Republic and the Communist Club, 

were direct predecessors to the International. Members of the International also kept up 

membership in other organizations such as the Cosmopolitan Conference and the Union 

républicaine de la langue française, which informed their political perspectives. I have consulted 

 
2 The Bulletin de l’Union Républicaine de la langue française became Le Socialiste, and then reverted back to its 

earlier title in 1873. 
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the extant sources on these organizations, including constitutions and manifestos, as well as 

newspaper articles.  To cover the broader political and historical context in which the 

International operated, I consulted census records, diplomatic correspondence, and newspaper 

reports alongside secondary literature on the immediate antebellum period, the Civil War, and 

Reconstruction.  

 

Historiography 

 

This dissertation joins a growing body of literature on the global Civil War and 

Reconstruction era.3 While other studies of the International have emphasized the relative lull in 

European socialist internationalism between the revolutions of 1848 and the founding of the First 

International in 1864, this dissertation covers another type of internationalism, which emerged 

from the movement for the abolition of slavery. A growing body of literature has emphasized the 

transatlantic connections that shaped the movement’s political outlook. In The Slave’s Cause, 

Manisha Sinha shows how within the “abolitionist International,” radicals linked their cause to 

democratic struggles in Europe and in their opposition to British imperialism in India and 

Ireland. She also notes the involvement of the members of the International in attempting to 

foster a labor-abolitionist alliance during Reconstruction.4 Caleb McDaniel outlined the 

internationalism of the American Anti-Slavery Society and Garrisonians, who forged links across 

 
3 This scholarship has emphasized a global and transnational history that moves beyond histories of foreign policy 

and diplomacy into studies of “ethnicity, national identity, gender, and memory.” David T. Gleeson, and Simon 

Lewis (eds), The Civil War As Global Conflict: Transnational Meanings of the American Civil War, Columbia: 

University of South Carolina Press, 2014; Douglas Egerton, “Rethinking Atlantic Historiography in a Postcolonial 

Era: The Civil War in a Global Perspective,” Journal of the Civil War Era 1, no. 1 (March 2011): 79–95; David 

Prior, Robert R. Bonner, Sarah E. Cornell, Don H. Doyle, Niels Eichhorn, and Andre M. Fleche, “Teaching the Civil 

War Era in Global Context: A Discussion.” Journal of the Civil War Era 5, no. 1 (2015): 126–53. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/26039952. 
4 Manisha Sinha, The Slave’s Cause: A History of Abolition, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 339-370. 
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the Atlantic to sway public opinion on a global stage.5 Mischa Honeck’s We Are the 

Revolutionists, Bruce Levine’s The Spirit of 1848, and Lorenzo Costaguta’s Workers of All 

Colors, Unite emphasize the role of German political exiles in the transatlantic movement 

against slavery, tracing their attempts to forge political coalitions with American abolitionists.6  

There has been a noticeable resurgence in interest in the labor history of Reconstruction.7 

Because so many of the members of the International were connected directly or indirectly to the 

antebellum Republican party, which they came to reject after the Civil War, this dissertation 

intervenes in the history of labor and republicanism.  Many members of the International were 

abolitionists and joined the Republican Party to push it explicitly on the question of 

emancipation. While members of the Communist Club reluctantly supported Lincoln during the 

war, by 1872, they were hostile to Grant’s reelection.  Eric Foner’s Free Labor, Free Soil, Free 

Men situates how the Republican party came to embody the aspirations of class mobility in the 

antebellum period. Despite the party’s moderate stance on slavery, most abolitionists voted for 

them despite their misgivings.8 Alex Gourevitch’s From Slavery to the Cooperative 

Commonwealth shows how parts of the American labor movement embraced the language of 

republican liberty in making a critique of wage labor and capitalism.9 Sean Griffin’s The Root 

 
5 Caleb McDaniel, The Problem of Democracy in the Age of Slavery: Garrisonian Abolitionists and Transatlantic 

Reform. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013. 
6Mischa Honeck, We Are the Revolutionaries: German-Speaking Immigrants & American Abolitionists after 1848, 

(Athens, GA: The University of Georgia Press, 2011), 5-9; Bruce Levine, The Spirit of 1848: German immigrants, 

labor conflict, and the coming of the Civil War, (Urbana : University of Illinois Press, 1992); Lorenzo Costaguta, 

Workers of All Colors Unite: Race and the Origins of American Socialism (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 

2023). 
7 Heather Cox Richardson, The death of Reconstruction: race, labor, and politics in the post-Civil War North, 1865-

1901, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004; John C. Rodrigue, Reconstruction in the cane fields : from 

slavery to free labor in Louisiana's sugar parishes, 1862-1880, Baton Rouge : Louisiana State University Press, 

2001; Part 2 of Matthew Hild and Keri Leigh Merritt (eds), Reconsidering Southern Labor History: Race, Class, 

and Power (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2018);  
8 Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, 303. 
9 Gourevitch focuses largely on the Knights of Labor but mentions several figures that were at the very least in 

contact with the International, if not working directly with them. Gourevitch notes how “the most interesting thing 
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and the Branch reopens the question of the relationship between the antebellum labor movement 

and antislavery. He explores how agrarianism, for all its faults, became the rallying cry of a more 

egalitarian tradition within the labor movement.10 

This dissertation covers how republican ideas travelled from Europe to the United States 

and were readapted to local conditions.  The French sections of the North American branch 

endorsed republican principles but rejected the political strategy adopted by Section 12, causing 

a rift within the Spring Street Council. Hubert Perrier and Charles Clerc has covered the lasting 

legacy of the International among French republican and socialist movements in the United 

States, as well as its impact on the International Working People’s Association and the Knights 

of Labor well into the 1880s.11 Angela Zimmerman has highlighted how German revolutionary 

exiles brought their analysis of the revolutions of 1848 to the United States, which they 

readjusted during the American Civil War.12 

The First International and its predecessors’ activities in the United States help 

contextualize Marx’s writings on the Civil War and Reconstruction, which have experienced a 

revival following the resurgence of debates over the relationship between slavery and 

 
about the labor republicans was that most of them were not self-conscious Marxists,” but spoke the language of 

“wage-slavery, the labor contract, propertyless classes, self-emancipation of workers, and cooperative production.” 

Alexander Gourevitch, From Slavery to the Cooperative Commonwealth: Labor and Republican Liberty in the 

Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 99-185. 
10 Sean Griffin, The Root and the Branch: Working-Class Reform and Antislavery, 1790–1860, (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2024), 13-16.  
11 Hubert Perrier, “Idées et mouvement socialistes aux États-Unis 1864-1890,” Dissertation, Université Paris VIII; 

Hubert Perrier, “Radicalisme américain et socialisme : les sections “autonomistes” de la Première Internationale aux 

États-Unis,” in Jean Heffer and Jeanine Rovet (eds.), Why is There no Socialism in the United States? Pourquoi n’y 

a-t-il pas de socialisme aux États-Unis? ( Paris: EHESS, 1987), 193–207; Charles Clerc, “Les Républicains 

Modérés de Langue Française En Exil Aux États-Unis Sous Le Second Empire: Le Cas de Deux Journaux New-

Yorkais,” Revue française d’études américaines, no. 78 (1998): 91; “Les républicains de langue française aux Etats-

Unis: 1848-1871,” (PhD diss., Paris 13, 2001). 
12 A. Zimmerman, 'From the Second American Revolution to the First International and Back Again: Marxism, the 

Popular Front, and the American Civil War', in Gregory Downs, and Kate Masur (eds), The World the Civil War 

Made (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 304-336. 
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capitalism.13 Marx carried on correspondence with many German revolutionaries in the United 

States prior to the Civil War, leading him to observe that the American labor movement in the 

North “was paralysed as long as slavery disfigured a part of the republic.”14 Marx followed this 

observation by one of his only comments on race in Capital, noting that “Labor cannot 

emancipate itself in the white skin,” he wrote, “where in the black it is branded.”15 

At the outset of the war, Marx wrote that “[t]he present struggle between South and North 

is thus nothing less than a struggle between two social systems: the system of slavery and the 

system of free labor,” which could “no longer peacefully coexist on the North American 

continent.”  The war could only “be ended by the victory of one system or the other.”16 Marx had 

recognized from the very beginning of the conflict that Lincoln would have to declare 

emancipation in order to win the war against the Confederacy. Raya Dunayevskaya highlighted 

how Marx derived the “Working Day” chapter of Capital from the Civil War and the struggle for 

the eight-hour day.17 For Marx, as well as the First International, the length of the working day 

was a measurement of the struggle between the employer and the employed. 

W.E.B. Du Bois referred extensively to Marx’s writings on the Civil War both in his 

journalism and in his historical writing. In “Karl Marx and the Negro,” published in the NAACP 

newspaper The Crisis, he highlighted Marx’s divergence with German American radicals who 

 
13 These writings include Marx and Engel’s correspondence between 1860 and 1865 as well as their articles for Die 

Presse and the New York Tribune, which have recently been edited and republished by Angela Zimmerman. A. 

Zimmerman and Richard Enmale (trans.), The Civil War in the United States: Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels. New 

York: International Publishers, 2016[1937]. 
14 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, fourth edition, vol 1 (New York: Penguin Classics,1976), 

441.  
15 Ibid. 
16 Karl Marx, “The Civil War in the United States,” in Robin Blackburn, Marx and Lincoln: An Unfinished 

Revolution, (New York: Verso Books, 2011), 158. 
17 Raya Dunayevskaya, Marxism and Freedom… from 1776 until Today, (New York: Bookman Associates, 1958), 

87-89. 
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largely overlooked the slavery question in their organizations prior to the war. Du Bois outlined 

the need to adjust Marx’s theory of capitalism and class struggle due to his distance from the 

United States at the time of his writing, arguing that Marx’s view of the proletariat must “be 

modified so far as Negroes are concerned by the fact that he had not studied at first hand their 

particular race problem here in America.”18  

At the time of the publication of this article, Du Bois was working on the first draft of 

Black Reconstruction, which seriously revised the historiography of Reconstruction up to that 

point. He expanded on Marxist categories to argue that the Civil War was won not only through 

a revolution of the enslaved, but through a black general strike. By leaving plantations at great 

risk to their personal safety, enslaved Americans withdrew their labor from the South, freed 

themselves, and forced the Union to adopt a policy of emancipation. Freedmen’s military service 

in the Union won the war for the North.19 Angela Zimmerman has recently argued that revisiting 

Marx and Engels’ writings, along with Du Bois’ Black Reconstruction, allows historians to 

recover the revolutionary, proletarian character of the Civil War. 20 

The first histories of the International covered the role of the North American branch in 

cursory terms. Gustav Jaeckh’s The International, written on the fortieth anniversary of the 

organization, influenced accounts for decades to come, in that it cut the story short after the 

Hague Congress of 1872. Jaeckh barely mentioned the North American branch, which was only 

significant in that, along with branches of the organization in Brazil, Japan, and Australia, it 

 
18 Du Bois also stressed Marx’s support for Radical Republicans during Reconstruction, calling for a drastic change 

in property relations. W.E.B. Du Bois, “Karl Marx and the Negro,” The Crisis 40, no. 3 (March 1933):55-56, 

reprinted in Zimmerman, Civil War in the United States, 215-219. 
19 W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction: An Essay Toward a History of the Part which Black Folk Played in the 

Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860-1880 (New York, NY: Russell & Russell, 1935), 55-84. 
20 A. Zimmerman, “From the Second American Revolution to the First International and Back Again,” 304-336. 
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paved the way to the Second International, founded in 1889.21 Yuri Mikhailovich Steklov’s First 

International, published in 1918, offered an interpretative scheme for the First International, 

which “comprised three trends, the communist, the moderate, and the anarchist.”22 The 

International’s course, however, would be defined by the domination of the communist element, 

all the while conceding certain issues to the anarchists and the moderates. Steklov interprets the 

causes of the splits within the International in Europe to “differences of opinion on the question 

of political struggle.”23 The movement in the United States, however, was “very weak and [...] 

almost entirely confined to the German refugees who were for ever flying at each other’s 

throats.”24 Steklov is not wrong that the North American branch of the International, which grew 

predominantly German especially at the Hague Congress, was locked in constant battle. 

However, his work was impeded by lack of access to the North American branch’s papers, 

including those of the General Council after it moved to New York. Steklov’s account, though 

largely correct in its general interpretation, therefore largely missed the dynamism and political 

diversity of the American branch. 

In his broad-sweeping History of the International, Julius Braunthal attributes the 

collapse of the North American branch of the International to Section 12’s secession from the 

organization, which he describes as a group of “intellectuals.” Braunthal also saw the decline of 

 
21 Gustav Jaeckh, The International: A Sketch written to commemorate the Fortieth Anniversary (1904) of the 

International Workingmen’s Association, trans. by Jacques Bonhomme (London: Twentieth Century Press, 1908 

[1904]), 173-174. 
22 Steklov was a member of the Bolshevik faction of the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party, who was 

eventually arrested in 1938 and died in prison in 1941, in part because of his sympathetic treatment of Bakunin. His 

work on the First International was translated in English by Cedar and Eden Paul, who were members of the 

Communist Party of Great Britain. Stekloff, History of the First International, 372; Mike Carey, “Cedar and Eden 

Paul’s Creative Revolution: the ‘new psychology’ and the dictatorship of the proletariat, 1917-1926,” Twentieth 

Century Communism 17 (2019): 122-165; John Randolph, “On the Biography of the Bakunin Family Archive,” in 

Antoinette Burton (ed.), Archive Stories: Facts, Fictions, and the Writing of History (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2005), 223. 
23 Stekloff, History of the First International, 248. 
24 Ibid., 271. 
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the American labor movement, which was met with “prevailing apathy among the working 

class” following “heavy defeats in the widespread strike movement of 1871 and 1872.”25 

In a recent collection on the history of the International, editors Fabrice Bensimon, 

Quentin Deluermoz, Jeanne Moisand have noted that recent studies have largely moved away 

from ideological battles over the rise and fall of the organization. New studies have emphasized, 

among other themes, the role of women in the International and the culture of labor 

internationalism. 26 Recent scholarship has also reopened the question of anarchism in the First 

International. Recently, Robert Graham’s We Do Not Fear Anarchy, We Invoke it traces the 

history of anarchist currents within the International. While the United States does not play a 

prominent role in this story, it is nonetheless useful for situating the American sections within the 

context of the broader struggles in Europe. Wolfgang Eckhardt’s The First Socialist Schism 

revisits the split between Marx and Bakunin, showing how the American representatives played 

a part in the drama of the Hague Congress of the International.27  

The central animating question in the historiography of the North American branch of the 

International concerns why a large-scale socialist movement did not emerge in the United States. 

Historians tend to attribute both external and internal factors to the failure of the organization. 

Among the external factors include the American labor movement’s narrow focus on self-

improvement, the high tide of racism during Reconstruction, and the economic crisis in 1873 that 

decimated the labor movement. The internal factors usually concern Friedrich Sorge and Section 

1’s intransigence in dealing with American social reformers, the tendency of German Americans 

 
25 Julius Braunthal, History of the International, Volume 1: 1864-1914, (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1967), 

112, 118-119. 
26 Fabrice Bensimon, Quentin Deluermoz, Jeanne Moisand, “Introduction,” in Arise Ye Wretched of the Earth, 4. 
27 Wolfgang Eckhardt, The First Socialist Schism: Bakunin vs. Marx in the International Working Men’s 

Association (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2016), 291-292. 
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not to expand beyond organizing beyond their immigrant community, and the organization’s 

narrow focus on the industrial North at the expanse of the American South. 

The earliest histories of the North American branch of the International, written from the 

perspective of the German-speaking sections, tend to focus on the intrusion of middle-class 

reformers on the organization. Friedrich Sorge, the Secretary of the North American branch of 

the International wrote an influential history of the American labor movement for Die Neue Zeit 

published between 1888 and 1892. His account set the tone for further histories of the North 

American branch by upholding the working-class character of the International and denouncing 

the influence of middle-class social reformers on the labor movement.28 Hermann Schlüter, who 

had worked alongside many veterans of the North American branch of the International, wrote a 

history of the organization nearly twenty years after its dissolution.29 Schlüter’s history mostly 

follows the German Americans and the Tenth Ward Council. He upholds the actions of the 

Central Committee in expulsing Section 12, as well as the decisions of the Hague Congress.  

 The first labor histories of the United States that covered the International emphasize its 

lack of success in winning over American workers, blaming this failure primarily on the 

organization’s lack of adaptation to American conditions. The first academic treatment of the 

North American branch of the International came from the Wisconsin school of economics, a 

group centered around John Commons and Richard Ely at the University of Wisconsin. In John 

Commons’ History of the Labor Movement, Selig Perlman divided the history of the 

International, both in Europe and in the United States, in two parts: first, there was a primarily 

 
28 Written for a primarily German audience, Sorge kept his remarks on the International brief and focused on the 

German American parts of the organization. Friedrich A. Sorge, Friedrich A. Sorge's Labor movement in the United 

States: a history of the American working class from colonial times to 1890, ed. Philip S. Foner and Brewster 

Chamberlin, trans. by Brewster Chamberlin and Angela Chamberlin, (New York: Greenwood Press, 1977), 151-163.  
29Schlüter was a socialist active within the Social Democratic Workingmen’s Party and became a secretary for the 

Workingmen’s Party of Illinois in the fall of 1874. Therefore, he knew and worked with many former members of 

the International, primarily German Americans. Chicago Daily Tribune, October 26, 1874.  
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trade union agitation, aimed primarily at regulating labor migration, which as followed by a 

struggle for socialism after 1871.30 He described the central contribution of the International in 

the United States as the emphasis on the necessity of organizing a sufficient number of trade 

unions into a labor party before any electoral movement could be viable.31 In 1928, Perlman 

would elaborate his theory that the American working class was “job-conscious” rather than 

“class-conscious,” and criticized the role of intellectuals on the labor movement.32 This theory 

rejected the Marxist emphasis on developing a political and revolutionary orientation within 

unions, but rather embraced bread-and-butter struggles over wages and workplace conditions.33 

Perlman ultimately believed that only unions who adapted to American capitalism could survive 

in the United States, citing the example of the American Federation of Labor.34 

In Black Reconstruction, Du Bois also picked up on the question of the political 

orientation of the labor movement. While he praised the International for trying to bridge the 

interests of black and white workers, he noted that the movement failed to take hold in the 

United States and was concentrated in the North. Du Bois argued that prior to the war, in 

Northern cities that labor competition between black and white workers tended to obscure “the 

ultimate and overshadowing competition of free and slave labor.”35 He described how after the 

war the white labor movement in the North sided with the Democrats, while black workers sided 

with the Republican Party, which offered military backing to enforce Reconstruction in the 

 
30 John Commons, History of Labour in the United States, vol. 2 (New York: MacMillan, 1926), 206. 
31 Ibid., 206. 
32 “Perlman's Theory of the Labor Movement,” Monthly Labor Review 72, no. 2 (February 1951): 121-126. 
33Selig Perlman, A Theory of the Labor Movement, (Philadelphia : Porcupine Press, 1979), 194-196. 
34For Philip Foner’s critique of the Wisconsin school, see the preface to the History of the Labor Movement in the 

United States. Philip Taft, “A Rereading of Selig Perlman’s ‘A Theory of the Labor Movement.’” Industrial and 

Labor Relations Review 4, no. 1 (1950): 70–77. https://doi.org/10.2307/2519322; Philip Foner, History of the Labor 

Movement in the United States, vol. 1 (New York: International Publishers, 1947), 9-12. 
35 W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction, 24. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2519322
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South. While the International attempted to build an interracial labor movement, it did so in the 

North, without looking to organize Southern workers. Moreover, the International dismissed the 

Republicans and could not understand that it represented “par excellence the party of labor” in 

the South.36  

Writing shortly after the Second World War, Philip Foner cited the rise of interracial 

unionism in the Congress of Industrial Organizations and the global struggle against fascism as 

proof that the Wisconsin School’s analysis “had to be abandoned if the task of organizing the 

great mass of American workers was to be accomplished.” Foner advocated for a new vision of 

labor history that would account for the workers’ movement’s participation in broader struggles 

for democracy and against capitalism. Whereas Perlman largely shirked from discussing racism 

in the labor movement, Foner noted in his History of the Labor Movement in the United States 

that the International attempted to organize workers regardless of color. Foner outlines how the 

National Labor Union did not affiliate to the International because its members were convinced 

that European radicalism was not adapted to American circumstances. Foner situates the 

International’s lasting impact in its strategies for organizing the unemployed.37 

Whereas Perlman ultimately saw the International, and labor radicalism as a whole, as 

detrimental to the labor movement, Foner emphasized how political unionism could organize a 

broader set of workers. Du Bois saw the International’s failure as anchored in the opposing 

political interests of the black and white workers, and in its organizational base in the North.  

 
36 Ibid., 357-358. 
37Foner described the New Democracy and Section 12 as advocating for “voluntary socialism.” Foner, History of the 

Labor Movement in the United States, vol. 1, 409-417. 
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Published in 1962, Samuel Bernstein’s The First International in America stands out as 

the canonical account of the organization’s history in the United States. 38  His primary objective 

was to investigate why the International failed to take hold among American workers to the same 

extent as had been in Europe. Drawing from intellectual and social history, Bernstein covers how 

“organizations and intoxicating heavens appear and reappear,” which “revolve like satellites 

around the doctrines of the Association.”39 Among the many obstacles that the International 

faced in organizing American workers, Bernstein cites the insularity of its German American 

members, “who at times behaved towards Americans like Prussian schoolmasters,” the craft 

orientation of the labor movement, as well as competing tendencies within the American left, 

which tended not to support attacks on private property. The National Labor Union also faltered 

before the International could effectively influence its course. Bernstein also notes economic and 

political conditions in the United States, such as the cheap availability of land and 

“republicanism and popular rights that Europeans were still demanding.”40  

David Montgomery’s Beyond Equality also rebuked the Wisconsin model, emphasizing 

how trade unionists worked alongside Radical Republicans during Reconstruction and made 

“great strides between 1862 and 1875 in creating effective bargaining and lobbying 

institutions.”41 Montgomery attributes more importance to the split with Section 12, showing 

how the International brought in a large influx of American social reformers, which Montgomery 

 
38 Bernstein published several articles in Science and Society, where he was an editor, that treated the International 

directly or indirectly. Bernstein was particularly attentive to the impact of the Paris Commune on the International as 

a whole. Samuel Bernstein, “American Labor in the Long Depression, 1873-1878.” Science & Society 20, no. 1 

(1956): 59–83; Samuel Bernstein, “American Labor and the Paris Commune.” Science & Society 15, no. 2 (1951): 

144–62; Samuel Bernstein, “The First International on the Eve of the Paris Commune.” Science & Society 5, no. 1 

(1941): 24–42. 
39 Bernstein, The First International in America, vi. 
40 Bernstein attributes the currency issue as well as the NLU’s foray into politics as the cause of its decline. 

Bernstein, The First International in America, 58, 192-193. 
41 David Montgomery, Beyond Equality: Labor and the Radical Republicans, 1862-1872, (New York: Vintage 

Books, 1972), x. 
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dubs “sentimentalists.”42 These sentimentalists wanted to win adherents to their “schemes of 

social redemption” among the working classes, but believed that these movements should be led 

by the middle class. According to Montgomery, the relationship between “labor reformers and 

Sentimentalists […] played a crucial part in fitting the workers’ movement into the new balance 

of social forces that was emerging in the Reconstruction era,” the most prominent example of 

which was the greenback movement.   

The older school, particularly Bernstein, tended to note how the International developed a 

complicated orientation towards the labor movement. While the International was enthusiastic 

about the emergence of trade unions, it was also not afraid to criticize the parts of the movement 

that de-emphasized class struggle. Foner and Perlman both tended to see the suspension of 

Section 12 as necessary to bolster the International in the United States. Bernstein was less 

optimistic about the impact of the split, noting that Section 12 and its supporters had taken with it 

nearly all of the International’s American members and its newspaper.43 Montgomery likewise 

saw the split as critical to understanding the decline of the International. 

Whereas through most of the twentieth century, labor and social historians tended to 

explain why the International failed to win over the American labor movement, a new wave of 

scholarship emerging after the fall of the Soviet Union wondered why the International had to 

attract trade unions at all. This school tends to see the International as bending its principles to 

accommodate reactionary trade unions, rather than attempting to influence labor’s political 

direction. These scholars have typically underscored how a majority of labor unions during 

 
42 At times, Montgomery’s good judgement wanders by calling Woodhull and Claflin “dazzling beauties.” 

Montgomery also somewhat jumbled the chronology of the organization: he claimed that by the time the 

International split into two separate councils, there were fifty sections and only eight sided with the Germans, which 

is incorrect. David Montgomery, Beyond Equality, 249-250; 418-420. 
43 Bernstein, The First International in America, 122-123. 
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Reconstruction excluded women and black workers. They cast the exclusion of American 

reformers and Section 12 as proof of the International’s lack of commitment towards gender and 

racial equality, and questioned the premise that the American sections that supported Section 12 

were bourgeois or middle class. 

Much of this recent scholarship on the International has tended to focus on how, and 

why, socialism came to be seen as a foreign idea among American workers, a dynamic it 

attributes mostly to the behavior of German immigrants. In Marxism in the United States, Paul 

Buhle attacked the expulsion of Section 12 as unnecessary and accused the German sections of 

the International of adopting a “grey tone underwritten with defensiveness and a certain 

misogyny.” 44 Buhle criticized the narrowness of the International’s trade union strategy, citing 

the tendency within craft unions of shutting out women and black workers. Buhle tends to 

conflate support for women’s rights and black civil rights, overlooking how the women’s rights 

movement had split over the Fifteenth Amendment.  

Timothy Messer-Kruse’s Yankee International often repeats the idea that socialism, and 

particularly communism, are a set of ideas foreign to a homegrown American radicalism. He 

posits that the Spring Street Council grew out of an “American reform tradition” that was 

pluralistic and averse to socialist dogma. Messer-Kruse’s contribution was to show that the 

Yankee sections were not “anarchists or laissez-faire individualists,” but in fact advocated for 

state-based redistributive politics.45 In contrast, Messer-Kruse charged that the parts of the North 

 
44 Paul Buhle, Marxism in the United States: Remapping the History of the American Left, (London: Verso, 1987) 

35-38. 
45 Timothy Messer-Kruse, Yankee International: Marxism and the American Reform Tradition, 1848-1876 (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 3.   
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American branch of the International that were closest to Marx abandoned the principles of racial 

and gender equality in order to win over Irish workers.46 

Buhle and Messer-Kruse tend to see the Tenth Ward Council’s approach to labor 

organizing as static: workers adopt exclusionary positions on race and gender, and therefore the 

International tolerates or even validates these views by attempting to organize them. They miss 

how the International was trying to encourage labor unions to fight for measures such as the 

eight-hour day, that would improve not only their workplaces, but the lives of the broader 

working class. In doing so, the International adopted a political program that would encourage 

broad unity among workers and would form an organization that would be open to all. While it 

did not declare itself in favor of women’s suffrage, the International consistently favored 

organizing black workers and women workers. 

Recent assessments of the International have tempered Buhle and Messer-Kruse’s views. 

Robin Blackburn highlighted that while “[b]oth “Yankee” and German Internationalists deplored 

racial violence and supported female enfranchisement,” these were largely not the views of the 

trade union movement that the International sought to attract.47 While Michel Cordillot noted 

that the conflict within the North American branch of the International took on an ethnic 

dimension between Germans and Americans, he framed the stakes of the conflict as being 

between centralization and autonomy and on the question of founding a political party.48 

Cordillot also links the International’s decline in the United States to a broader suspicion of 

revolutionary movements after the Civil War.49 

 
46 Ibid. 188-189. 
47 Robin Blackburn, Marx and Lincoln: An Unfinished Revolution, 78. 
48 Michel Cordillot, “Socialism v. Democracy? The IWMA in the USA, 1869–1876,” in Fabrice Bensimon, Quentin 

Deluermoz, and Jeanne Moisand, eds. “Arise Ye Wretched of the Earth”: The First International in a Global 

Perspective, (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 274-275. 
49 Ibid., 279. 
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This dissertation anchors the history of the International in the United States within the 

political context of Reconstruction. In doing so, it uncovers the complex relationship that the 

North American branch of the International negotiated both with trade unions and social 

movements. The push and pull between political radicals, social reforms, and labor unions is at 

the heart of the splits that marked the organization’s history.  

 

Chapter Outline 

This dissertation opens in Texas, describing the trajectory of three men who had roles of 

varying importance in the history of the International, namely Stephen Pearl Andrews, Adolph 

Douai, and Victor Considerant. The debate over the annexation of Texas tied American 

territorial expansion and the proliferation of chattel slavery.  Andrews and Douai were 

abolitionists who hatched plans for Texas to be a free state. Andrews attempted to facilitate the 

purchase of the territory by Great Britain, while Douai campaigned for the secession of West 

Texas as a free state. Considerant attempted to build a utopian commune but was confronted with 

the politics of slavery as he attempted to recruit American support for his scheme. All three 

appealed to the free-soil and free labor principles that would later inform the politics of the 

Republican Party.  

The second chapter investigates the roots of the International in antebellum New York. I 

look at the rise of agrarian radicalism among American and German organizations. Several 

German labor leaders, like Wilhelm Weitling and Hermann Kriege, were indifferent if not 

outright hostile to antislavery, while Joseph Weydemeyer, one of Marx’s comrades, campaigned 

for abolition. This chapter also examines the foundation of the Society of the Universal Republic, 

a radical republican organization that brought together refugees of the 1848 revolutions.  Much 
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like the annexation of Texas, the debate over the acquisition of Cuba brought the question of the 

territorial expansion of slavery forward. Many 1848ers had in fact favored the intervention of the 

United States in securing the independence of the island from the Spanish empire, only to be 

confronted with the uncomfortable links between Southern slaveholders and Cuban nationalists. 

Along with the financial crisis of 1857, the debate over the annexation of Cuba led to a break 

from radical republicanism towards labor internationalism, which was embodied by the 

foundation of the International Association and the Communist Club. As the Civil War broke 

out, members of these organizations enlisted en masse into the Union Army.   

The third chapter covers the establishment of the International in the United States and its 

relationship with the national labor movement. News of the International’s beginnings in Europe 

first made its way to the United States near the end of the war. The International was founded 

with the explicit goal of alleviating the economic pressure of labor migration on workers. Its 

members sought to eradicate the disparity between wages across countries by organizing their 

respective labor movements in conjunction with each other.  

The International first contacted famous abolitionists in the hopes of building a North 

American branch, and then French republicans. While these early attempts did not bear 

immediate fruit, the General Council was optimistic about the links that they were building with 

the American labor movement.  The immediate aftermath of the war saw the burgeoning of 

several unions, in which German trade unionists were particularly active. Veterans of the 

Communist Club reconstituted themselves, along with a competing German workers’ union into 

section 5 of the National Labor Union.  

The Franco-Prussian war gave the movement its initial thrust, which leading to discord 

and disarray within the German American trade union movement. Section 5 of the National 
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Labor Union officially became the first section of the International Workingmen’s Association in 

the United States, swiftly followed by a French and a Czech section. The North American branch 

was in many ways unusual within the International, since constituted primarily of immigrant 

workers, a situation that had no equivalent in Europe. The International had pinned its hopes of 

attracting native-born American workers through the National Labor Union. Its members 

repeatedly appeared at the NLU’s conferences and attempted many times to make the 

organization an official part of the International.  

While their initial contact with the NLU led the International to be optimistic, both 

groups ultimately held different interpretations of their grounds of unity. The NLU thought that 

they could look to the International as a way of restricting labor migration, and therefore 

competition with native-born workers.  The International in turn looked towards the NLU as a 

powerful vehicle to unite workers into a political movement for the eight-hour day. The editor of 

the Workingman’s Advocate, A.C. Cameron, attended a Congress of the International. He 

believed that the campaign for currency reform was the equivalent of the more revolutionary 

goals of the European part of the association. 

The NLU’s insistence on currency reform led the International to lose interest. The 

demand for a change in monetary policy, unlike that for the eight-hour day, would entail a 

strategic shift from direct confrontation with the employer to courting state intervention. The 

International worried that greenbackism threw the NLU in the arms of politicians.  

During Reconstruction, formerly enslaved men and women were compelled in great 

numbers to join the world of wage labor only to be met with violent repression from white 

workers. The International firmly embraced the principle that labor organizations should make 

no distinction of color in their membership. The NLU, while formally embracing racial equality, 
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also accepted segregated unions within its ranks, leading black workers to walk out and form a 

separate organization. The International also forged links with the Colored National Labor 

Union, which had split because of the NLU’s refusal to enforce racial equality within its ranks. 

In the fourth chapter, I examine how the predominantly immigrant workers grew at first 

weary of, and then openly hostile to, the American sections that did join the International. Chief 

among them were Section 12, which drew from an organization named the New Democracy that 

advocated for electoral reform and land redistribution.  This group of American social reformers 

also attracted the support of social reformers of various stripes, including free-lovers and 

spiritualists. Section 12 wrote a manifesto that proposed a new structure for the North American 

branch of the International that followed electoral districts. 

The Central Committee of the North American branch moved quickly to isolate Section 

12 and its supporters, opting to dissolve itself and reconstitute itself without the offending 

sections. The largest French section, one of the founders of the International in the United States, 

sided against the Central Committee’s decision and followed the American sections into creating 

a dissident council. This faction advocated for the primacy of political rights over the 

confrontation between labor and capital.  This split has often been represented as essentially a 

schism between an American reform tradition and European radicals. I show that the conflict 

was tied to the political context of Reconstruction, particularly with regards to the controversy 

over women’s suffrage and the Fifteenth Amendment. 

The fifth chapter examines Victoria Woodhull’s run for President, the Hague Congress of 

the International, and finally the movement against unemployment in New York City. 

The two Councils, usually referred to as the Spring Street Council and the Tenth Ward Council 

after their meeting places, went on vigorous recruiting drives following the split. The Spring 
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Street Council, which included Section 12, was roiled with tension as Woodhull announced her 

run for President through the newly formed Equal Rights Party. Whereas many sections within 

the Spring Street Council had maintained that the General Council in Europe would affirm their 

position, Woodhull’s nomination led them to falter in that belief. In 1872, the International held 

its Congress at the Hague, where it finally ruled against Section 12. The Congress also moved 

the General Council from London to New York as tensions between Marx and Bakunin came to 

a head in Europe. 

The move took the members of the Tenth Ward Council, now officially annointed as the 

American Federation of the International, by surprise. The General Council found itself more 

isolated in the United States and struggled to keep in touch with the European federations despite 

its considerable efforts. In reaction to the ruling of the Congress, the Spring Street Council 

restyled itself as the American Confederation, and the French sections pulled away almost 

entirely. 

The International in the United States attempted a last large-scale campaign to provide 

for the unemployed in major Northern cities after the financial crisis of 1873.  In a dramatic turn 

of events, a large crowd of workers assembled at Tompkins Square Park demanding work, food, 

and housing, and were met by a swift and violent reprisal by the police, who beat them with 

batons. Several members of the former Spring Street Council had taken part in the agitation. The 

event both galvanized labor leaders against the police and spread fears that communist 

organizers had led workers down a violent path. 

The General Council of the International had recoiled from the organization of the 

demonstration because it was wrestling with splits among its ranks. It also struggled to keep in 

touch with the European branches of the International, which had largely ceased to function after 
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the 1872 Hague Congress. The period that followed the Tompkins Square demonstration was 

marked by state repression, effectively killing the movement of the unemployed.  

I conclude by showing how the organization’s successes and failures present us with a 

fuller picture of labor during Reconstruction. By 1876, the International dissolved itself in a final 

meeting in Philadelphia. Its members joined the newly formed Workingmen’s Party as a part of a 

broader movement within the American left towards unity.The International was a crucible for 

later workers’ movements, as well as socialist and communist organizations. From it rose leaders 

who would play major parts in organizations ranging from the American Federation of Labor to 

the Industrial Workers of the World. The direct successors to the International eventually 

reorganized themselves into the Communist Party of the United States, albeit several decades 

later. Co-founders of the American Federation of Labor Adolph Strasser and Samuel Gompers 

both had links with the International, but disavowed socialism in favor of “pure-and-simple” 

unionism, an agenda which rejected any intrusion of politics in unions.
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Chapter 1 

Red Texas: The Origins of the International Workingmen’s Association in the American South, 

1843-1855 

 

On June 19th, 1886, Friedrich Sorge responded to a letter that he had received from 

economics professor Richard Ely, who had solicited his advice in writing on the history of 

socialism in the United States. Sorge was the former Secretary of the International 

Workingmen’s Association, better known as the First International. Ely had sent his previously 

published work to Sorge and asked him to provide additional remarks on the history of the labor 

movement in the country. Sorge proceeded to dissect and correct several of the factual assertions 

in Ely’s work. Most significantly, he refuted the argument that the International should be 

credited for bringing socialism to the United States:  

“’The introduction of socialism in this country’ can not be rated very high, 

socialism being the outgrowth of economic conditions and of the capitalism mode of 

production. The forerunners of plain, modern socialism in this country were the Free-Soil 

movement and the Anti-Slavery agitation, --political movements you will say--, but 

resting on a firm, economic basis.”1 

 

 

Two months later, Ely published The Labor Movement in America, which included 

several of the facts that Sorge had presented to him. However, he still credited the International 

with the introduction of socialism in the United States.2 More notably, he hardly mentioned 

either slavery (or anti-slavery) and the Civil War in his account of the emergence of socialism.3 

 
1 Friedrich Sorge to Richard T. Ely, June 19th 1886. Richard T. Ely Papers, Box 1, Wisconsin Historical Society. 
2 Noting the General Council’s move to New York, Ely wrote that “[m]odern socialism had then undoubtedly begun 

to exist in America.” Richard Ely, The Labor Movement in America (New York: MacMillan Company, 1905), 227. 
3 The object of this chapter is not to define what, for Sorge, constituted socialism. However, two of his remarks are 

illuminating in this respect. In his pamphlet Socialism and the Worker, Sorge wrote that socialists advocated not for 

the greater distribution of property, but “for abolishing its division.” Socialists want to introduce communism, which 

is the “the principle of common interests of society.” Friedrich Sorge, Socialism and the Worker (New York City: 

W.L. Rosenberg, 1887), 5, 7.  When Sorge corrected Ely’s assertions over the origins of socialism in the United 
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This chapter argues that the political strategies and networks that future members of the 

International drew upon were deeply informed by the struggle against slavery. First and 

foremost, the abolitionist and free-soil movements brought together networks of radicals that 

would later form the organization. Second, the movements offered important political lessons to 

its members who organized for emancipation.  The debates over strategy that abolitionists carried 

on, including whether to form a political party, which constituency to appeal to, and how states 

should relate to one another, found echoes in later discussions within the International. The 

critiques that they made against their opponents bring their political perspectives into sharper 

view. To say that the abolitionist movement shaped the politics of the International does not 

mean that the men and women who joined the organization were uniformly involved in the 

struggle against slavery. Many attached themselves exclusively to land and labor reform, some 

abstained from politics entirely, and some were merely too young. This chapter also does not 

mean to suggest that the trade union movement and European revolutionary circles did not shape 

the International. They certainly did, and their history will be covered more extensively in the 

next chapter. This chapter describes the social, intellectual, and political environment in which 

members of the International found themselves prior to the Civil War, and an attempt at placing 

the development of the organization within the context of the biggest political struggle of its day.  

Contrarily to previous treatments of the origins of the International in the United States 

which begin in the Northeast, the first chapter starts in Texas, following the trajectory of three 

men who came to the state in the antebellum period: Stephen Pearl Andrews, who would become 

a prominent theorist in Section 12 of the IWA; Adolf Douai, who influenced the organization as 

 
States, he also took aim at Ely’s contention that socialists were trying to undermine republican institutions, replying 

that among socialists as well as communists and anarchists, there was unanimity that “the future institutions must be 

republican not only in name, but in substance and reality.” Friedrich Sorge to Richard T. Ely, June 19th 1886. 
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a prominent editor and for the German-language newspaper Die Arbeiter-Union; and Victor 

Considerant, a political exile who only joined the International when he was allowed back into 

France in 1869.4  All of them were outsiders who came to Texas in the antebellum period. Prior 

to Texas’ entry into the union, Andrews proposed a scheme for Great Britain to extend a loan to 

the Republic in order to abolish slavery. Andrews’ plan involved appealing to slaveholders’ 

economic interest through a compensated emancipation scheme. While previous authors focused 

on the plan’s failure, it is perhaps more surprising that Andrews gained any traction at all. Exiled 

in the United States after participating in the 1848 uprisings in the German states, Douai 

propagandized against slavery and advocated for the formation of a party that would fight for 

West Texas’ secession as a free state. Contrary to Andrews, who relied on the self-interest of the 

ruling class to enact his scheme, Douai believed that a united front of Mexicans, Germans, and 

enslaved people fighting for their freedom could push back slavery to Louisiana. Both Douai and 

Andrews’ proposals were met by violent backlash from Southern slaveholders, and both moved 

 
4 Douai’s adherence to the International remains uncertain, but his intellectual influence on the organization is 

undeniable. His biographer and historians of the IWA have placed him at the very least within the social and 
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Arbeiter-Union, which reported on the International. Bernstein, The First International in America, 38.  
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Vereinigten Staaten, [1918]), 113, 116, 123. 
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of the Civil War, (Urbana : University of Illinois Press, 1992), 216.  
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from Texas to the North before the outbreak of the Civil War. Victor Considerant attempted to 

create a utopian society near Dallas, Texas. In trying rally support for his experiment, he tried to 

distance himself from abolitionism, and indeed, from politics altogether. Having renounced a 

clear stake in American political life, Considerant only joined the International when he returned 

to France after the American Civil War. Their successes and failures reverberated through the 

International’s politics. 

The first history of the International in America, written by Hermann Schlüter in 1918, 

placed the antecedents of the organization in the growth of the trade union movement a few years 

prior to the American Civil War. Schlüter was a socialist historian and a contemporary of Sorge 

and Douai. Schlüter argued that the threat of a sectional crisis between the North and the South 

made a political labor movement impossible, while the trade union movement grew in size.5  In 

Lincoln, Labor, and Slavery, Schlüter wrote an overview of the relationship between the 

abolitionist and labor movements in the antebellum period, citing the antagonism between 

Garrisonians and labor leaders. Schlüter criticized labor leaders such as George Henry Evans for 

emphasizing “wage slavery” over chattel slavery. Echoing Sorge, Schlüter argued that “the 

solution of the question of Negro slavery was a condition precedent to the labor movement.”6 

Writing in 1962, historian Samuel Bernstein emphasizes the post-bellum impact of industrial 

development in the North on the labor movement. Bernstein also highlights the role of the 

American Civil War in galvanizing the International in Europe against slavery in the United 

States.7 Historian Timothy Messer-Kruse devotes a chapter of Yankee International to the links 

between the future members of the International and the abolitionist movement. However, he 

 
5 Schlüter, Die Internationale in Amerika, 5.  
6 Hermann Schlüter, Lincoln, Labor, and Slavery: A Chapter from the Social History of America, (New York: 

Socialist Literature Co., 1913), 62. 
7 Samuel Bernstein, The First International in America, (New York: August M. Kelley, 1962), 11. 
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focuses largely on members of the organization who were born in the United States, at the 

expense of immigrant communities. Moreover, Messer-Kruse treats the ideological 

underpinnings of the International in the United States in two separate chapters, covering the 

“American radical tradition” separately from the immigrant wing of the organization. This 

chapter demonstrates that no such clean distinction existed. Immigrants to the United States 

forged alliances with American abolitionists and free-soilers, and American reformers were 

likewise inspired by the revolutions of Europe. August Nimtz has criticized “Messer-Kruse’s 

failure to acknowledge the contribution of Marx and his co-thinkers in the United States to the 

overthrow of slavery,” charging him with cherry-picking evidence to support an essentially 

nativist thesis.8 Refuting Messer-Kruse, Nimtz offers a detailed overview of the German 

American contribution to the struggle against slavery. This chapter builds on Nimtz’s insights by 

showing how the International’s origins were, in fact, international.  

As Sorge indicated, the abolitionist and free-soil movements were central to shaping the 

development of socialism in the United States, including the First International. Sorge’s claim of 

the economic basis of these movements bears investigation. As a system of racial and economic 

domination, the institution of slavery profoundly shaped the labor movement. Members of the 

First International’s involvement in the struggle against slavery influenced the terms in which 

they understood the labor struggle both during the antebellum period and after the war. Sorge 

interpreted the ascendency of the anti-slavery cause as determined by the economic self-interest 

of the ruling class. He notes that the 1840s marked a moment in which anti-slavery, as opposed 

to abolitionism, became a “truly mass movement in the North.”9 Sorge argued that slavery had to 

 
8 August H. Nimtz Jr., Marx, Tocqueville, and Race in America: The ‘Absolute Democracy’ or ‘Defiled Republic’, 
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be abolished before any steps could be taken for the emancipation of labor.10 This view was not 

shared by all their contemporaries, as Sorge wrote that prior 1848, Irish and German immigrants 

were either indifferent to or actively supporting slavery.11 

Sorge’s own notes on the history of the labor movement in the United States, published 

four years later after his letter to Ely, clarify what he meant by the economic basis of the anti-

slavery and free-soil movements. He wrote in the Neue Zeit, the journal of the German Social 

Democratic Party, that in “the decade 1850 to 1860 […] the complete public life of the United 

States, industry and politics, literature and religion (i.e., church), press and post office, offices, 

elections and commerce, all were intimately connected to the production and manufacture of 

cotton.”12 The working classes had an instinctive commitment to ending slavery because they 

recognized “the right of the human over his personality,” a right that the bourgeoisie proclaimed 

but “disregarded […] in practice.13 Sorge argued that the violation of human rights experienced 

by workers in the North had their roots in the practices of Southern slaveholders.14  The South 

permitted no freedom of press, right of assembly, or personal domestic rights. He cited the 

suppression of abolitionist literature and the imprisonment of people who educated African 

Americans.15  He outlined how abolitionists faced physical violence for speaking out against 

slavery. While applauding Wendell Phillips and William Lloyd Garrison’s efforts, Sorge argued 

that the moral critique of slavery failed to move the Northern bourgeoisie. Sorge here 

 
10 Friedrich A. Sorge’s Labor Movement in the United States: A History of the American Working Class from 

Colonial Times to 1890, translated by Angela Chamberlin and Brewster Chamberlin, (Westport, Connecticut: 
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distinguishes between anti-slavery and abolition. Adherents of both movements eventually 

joined the International. The anti-slavery movement endorsed an economic rather than moral 

critique of slavery based on the non-extension of the institution into the territories. He wrote that 

“the war against [slavery], the removal of this screaming evil, came only when the interests of 

the ruling class in New England and the Middle States were threatened, an unpleasant fact to the 

dreamers and ideologists in all circles.”16 In Sorge’s view, the Civil War was only declared when 

the profits of the Northern bourgeoisie were threatened.17   

Considerant, Douai, and Andrews all at times advocated for free-soil ideas while in 

Texas. Free-soil was the name of a broad political program of agrarian reform, which “by 1846 

[…] encompassed a hodge-podge of reinforcing ideas about patriarchal landownership and 

slavery restriction.”18 The free-soil movement pushed for the availability of homesteads for 

settlers. Considerant hatched a plan for a utopian commune on Texas soil which was premised on 

the cheap availability of land. He defended himself against political attacks by heralding the 

potential benefits of European settlement. Andrews’ plan relied on a massive investment of 

British capital into Texan land, which would facilitate the immigration of free laborers into the 

territory. Douai, in advocating for a coalition of Mexican, German, and African Americans in 

achieving the establishment of a free state, made links with Frederick Law Olmsted, who 

advertised the need for immigrants to West Texas in Northern newspapers. Abolitionists such as 

Douai and Andrews constituted a minority of the movement, which eventually coalesced into a 

powerful coalition based on the non-extension of slavery into the territories. This political 

demand brought together convinced abolitionists as well as men who opposed the territorial 

 
16 Sorge’s Labor Movement, 81. Emphasis in original. 
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expansion of slavery on the basis of the rights of white men. The latter camp’s demands were 

compatible with the pursuit of legislative action against free African Americans settling into the 

territories. Free-soil opponents of abolition cited labor competition, or the idea that newly freed 

people would compete in Northern markets and lower white workers’ wages. This line of 

reasoning sidelined racism as an explanation of why black workers’ wages were depressed in the 

first place. The free-soil demand eventually made its way into the heart of the Republican Party’s 

political program. Eric Foner argued that “Republicans believed that the settlement of the 

western territories by free farmers would prove an effective barrier against the extension of 

slavery, and this made some eastern anti-slavery men, who feared that free land might set off a 

migration which would depopulate their states, willing to accept the homestead idea.”19  

Texas’ entry into the union foreshadowed key preoccupations of the International during 

Reconstruction. The conflict over territorial expansion and Texas brought questions of 

sovereignty and imperialism to the fore. Opposition to the annexation of Texas was also a 

formative movement for later anti-war campaigns that would gain significance in the 

Reconstruction era. This period also sheds light on party politics and crisis in the lead-up to the 

American Civil War, particularly with regards to the fall of the Whigs and the foundation of the 

Republican Party. Lastly, the conflict offered lessons in political organization for members who 

cut their teeth in the struggle against slavery, from newspaper editing to intriguing with foreign 

powers. 

The debate over the admission of Texas to the United States concerned the political 

representation of slaveholding interests in Congress.20 The demand for Texan independence, 

 
19 Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, 28. 
20 President John Quincy Adams had already considered the annexation of Texas prior to the Missouri Compromise. 

He had demurred from the idea precisely because it would entail admitting the territory as a slave state. Lyon 
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largely made by Anglo-Texans, was likewise identified with the institution of slavery. Political 

tensions between the region’s government and Mexico heightened when Mexico abolished 

slavery on September 15th, 1829. 21 The Texas political chief, Ramón Músquiz, immediately 

suppressed the publication of the measure, arguing that the territory should be exempted. The 

Governor appealed to the President of Mexico, Vicente Guerrero, to ensure that slavery would be 

safeguarded.22 By December, Guerrero issued another decree carving out Texas from the 

emancipation measure. In 1830, Anastasio Bustamante, who had deposed and executed 

Guerrero, banned Anglo-American immigration to the state of Texas.23 The order, which 

specifically prohibited the importation of slaves, was rescinded three years later. The decree did 

little to stop Anglo-American slaveholders from moving into the territory.24 In fact, “by the mid-

1830s there were likely just as many—if not more—enslaved African Americans living in Texas 

as ethnic Mexicans.”25  

The Republic of Texas declared independence from Mexico in 1836. The Anglo-Texan 

revolt against Mexico and its declaration of independence were widely perceived as an assertion 

of slaveholding power. Anglo-Texans stoked fears of slave insurrections, tying Mexico with 

abolition.26 Brian DeLay described the arguments that independence proponents made as 

amounting to a “Texas Creation Myth,” where American settlers benevolently protected the 

Mexican border from hostile Indigenous groups. Anglo-Texans not only invoked the “notion of 
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[a] broken contract between Mexicans and the colonists,” in which the Mexican government had 

failed settlers through its restriction of American immigration and imposition of a centralized 

government, but that the Mexican government had failed the territory itself by its policy.27 

Central to this idea was the economic growth associated to slavery.  

The Texan government enacted measures to protect slavery and entrench the political 

power of slaveholders almost immediately after independence.28 The abolitionist press 

denounced the foundation of the republic in forceful terms, arguing that it was a slaveholders’ 

revolt.29 Campbell judged that “[c]ircumstantial evidence,” including the new constitution, 

“supports the abolitionists' contention that slavery was the primary cause of conflict.”30 

However, he also points to conflicting evidence: the Mexican government had not threatened the 

institution of slavery in Texas directly during that period, and the immediate conflict was fought 

over customs duties and state centralization.31 More recently, historian Andrew J. Torget argued 

that the “emergence of the Republic of Texas is best understood as an effort among Anglo-Texas 

to establish a haven for American cotton farmers in a world increasingly hostile to slave labor, 

foreshadowing similar efforts by the Confederates several decades later.”32 Under Anglo-Texan 

political rule, the constitutional convention of Texas passed several pieces of legislation 

protecting the institution of slavery. The constitution prohibited free people of African descent 

“to enter or reside in Texas without special authorization of the legislature” and barred 

slaveholders from manumitting enslaved people without also providing for them to leave the 
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republic altogether.33 Congress passed legislation in 1836 “to promote the capture of runaways 

west of the San Antonio River.”34 Torget showed that the fledgling republic’s reliance on cotton 

enmeshed them in a global cotton market, which led to a “fierce international struggle between 

Mexico, the United States, and Great Britain.”35 Indeed, after its secession from Mexico, the 

Republic of Texas’ sovereignty was heavily contested. The new President of the Republic of 

Texas, Sam Houston, pushed for the United States to annex the territory.36 First Jackson, and 

then Van Buren’s administration refused. Texas’ identification with slavery meant that annexing 

the territory would strengthen Southern slaveholding interests in Congress. In doing so, 

admitting Texas to the union would heighten splits within the Democratic Party.37  

 

I. 

 

Stephen Pearl Andrews was born in Templeton, Massachusetts to a large Baptist family.38 

He moved to Louisiana as a young man in order to teach at the Jackson Female Seminary. He 

described arriving in the South between two periods in the history of Southern slavery, 

identifying the growth of “an organized anti-slavery movement in the North” as the turning 

point.39 He moved to Texas in 1839 after spending nine years in New Orleans. 40 He advertised 

his services as a lawyer in Houston, including the translation of land titles in Spanish.41 Andrews 
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seemed to have supported the sovereignty claims of the Republic of Texas. Early in his stay in 

Houston, Andrews was solicited to join a Committee of Vigilance for the defense of Americans 

following the Santa Fe expedition debacle of 1841, in which Texan settlers were caught and 

captured trying to rally the city into joining the republic.42  

Increasingly drawn to abolition, Andrews began to make the case that British capital 

could be extended for a compensated emancipation scheme in Texas.43 The Republic of Texas 

was at the time in considerable debt. Andrews’ plan consisted of raising money, either through 

direct funding by the British government or through private capital, to facilitate the compensated 

emancipation of Texan slaveholders. Andrews argued that “the Texas Republic’s large holdings 

in land could be sold to British investors, with the gold thus obtained used for state purchase of 

all slave property.”44 The plan was intertwined with an immigration scheme based on free labor, 

in which Texas would “serve as an example to the South” by promoting the cultivation of cotton 

and sugar by German and Irish farmers.45 Andrews’ strategy in enacting this plan relied on 

appealing to slaveholders’ economic interest.  Andrews enlisted a prominent slaveholder and 

associate of the Mayor of Houston, Thomas League, in making the case for emancipation.46  

In Texas, Andrews made two public speeches concerning his plan. The main source that 

we have on these speeches is an undated text that Andrews left to his son written sometime after 

the Civil War. According to these notes, he addressed a large crowd in front of the Houston 

courthouse on the subject of slavery. He described this occasion as a “spontaneous outburst,” 

which attracted both abolitionists and their opponents. In his speech, he avoided “the words 
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‘slavery’ and ‘emancipation,’ and chose to “utter [his] views on the subject somewhat more by 

implication than by direct statement.” His address was well received by the audience. Andrews’ 

speech was followed by a pro-slavery speaker, who Andrews described as a “popular southern 

lawyer from Kentucky.” The Southerner’s appeal provoked a tepid reaction from the crowd, who 

had favored Andrews’ plan. Encouraged by his success in Houston, Andrews traveled to 

Galveston with League to rally Texans to his vision.47 On the steamboat to the island, Andrews 

swayed that majority of the passengers to his cause. The new converts invited General Baker on 

board, a prominent slaveholder, who made a speech in favor of emancipation.48 Once in the city, 

Andrews stayed with the merchant John Sydnor, who would go on to be the most prominent 

slavetrader in Galveston by the 1850s.49 Andrews arrived at a meeting at the Galveston customs 

house to speak in favor of emancipation. A crowd of twenty people led by a South Carolinian 

fire-eater, James Pope Cole, surrounded the building. Cole informed Andrews that he must leave 

Galveston, and never come back. Andrews relented, considering that the men were armed.50  

Defeated, Andrews headed back to Houston by land. He stopped by several plantations to 

attempt to convince slaveholders, with little success. Once in Houston, he was visited by Charles 

Elliot, the British chargé d’affaires in the republic. Elliot expressed interest in the scheme, 

suggesting that “if it had contained in it any method for directly remunerating the slaveholders 

for the loss of their slaves, it would have succeeded.”51 Elliot had been on the steamer with 

Andrews. Elliot had in fact corresponded with the British Under-Secretary of the State of 

Foreign Affairs from Galveston on March 26th, 1843, expressing interest in the growth of the 
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anti-slavery movement in the Republic. He considered that Andrews’ ousting from Galveston 

might elicit more sympathy for the cause of abolition by the Texan public.52 In September, 

William Kennedy, the British consul at Galveston, wrote to Lord Aberdeen, the British foreign 

minister, saying that the agitation against slavery had not gained any traction in Galveston and 

had subsided after Andrews’ expulsion.53 

Andrews’ scheme to attract slaveholders to his cause came to nothing. In accounting for 

his failure, he gave a rather implausible account in which nonslaveholders had quashed his plan.  

His account emphasized the ideological campaign that the slaveholding class had waged against 

abolition.  It was the “mob of the populace who had no interest in slaveholding” that organized 

against his position. 54 He argued that this “mob” had been driven to hating abolitionism through 

years of campaigning by the slaveholding class, who “had created a devil that they were unable 

to lay.”55 He believed that slaveholders and planters were, or at the very least would have been, 

sympathetic to his scheme, so long as it was not named abolition.  

News of the plan had been leaked to the press, which broadly assumed that it was speared 

by Elliott. Newspapers in Boston and New Orleans reprinted a letter by a citizen named Andrew 

Janeway Yates to an interlocutor in London. The letter indicated that the British government was 

interested in the abolition of Texas. It was broadly and mistakenly assumed that Yates was 

speaking for Elliot.  In July, Yates wrote to Elliot in an attempt to exonerate himself. He 

explained that Andrews did not speak in Galveston in favor of abolition, but gradual 
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emancipation. Yates distanced himself from abolitionism, stating that he had favored the 

introduction of European free laborers as a way of supplanting slavery, judging that slavery was 

a less productive system.56  

Fears of British interference in the fate of Texas predated Andrews’ intervention. Texas 

slaveholders were infuriated by the great Irish nationalist Daniel O’Connell’s public letter to 

Queen Victoria in 1839, which urged the British government to facilitate the creation of “an 

asylum or free state of persons of color” on the border between Mexico and Texas.57 President 

John Tyler had sent “the editor Duff Green, a close ally of John C. Calhoun, on a fact-finding 

mission to London” in 1841.58 Abel Upshur, Secretary of State, collaborated with John C. 

Calhoun in stoking pro-annexation sentiments in the American public.59  

Following their meeting, Elliott arranged for Andrews to make a journey to the United 

Kingdom to propose his scheme to Lord Aberdeen.  In Houston, Andrews’ family faced more 

violent threats.60 Effectively ousted from the city, Andrews landed in New York in 1843. 

Undeterred by his experience, he believed that appealing to slaveholders through loans and 

financial compensation would ultimately succeed in abolishing slavery in Texas. Andrews 

contacted Lewis Tappan, who in turn introduced him to prominent journalists and politicians 
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including Gulian Verplanck, William Cullen Bryant, and John Jay.61 Andrews had arrived at a 

moment in which a schism in the abolitionist movement was deepening.62 Lewis Tappan and his 

brother played prominent roles in the founding of the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery 

Society in 1840 as a split from Garrisonians over the role of women in leadership positions and 

the necessity of political action.63 The organization, which included abolitionists such as Garnet, 

encouraged the foundation of the Liberty Party, which Andrews eventually joined.64William 

Lloyd Garrison and some of his associates had adopted a policy of disunion in 1842, arguing that 

the South should be allowed to secede in order to preserve a free North.65  As Bruce Chadwick 

has noted, by the early 1840s, “[i]t was only the money of the wealthy Tappan brothers, Arthur 

and Lewis, from New York, and money the abolitionists secured on trips to England to visit 

antislavery friends there, that kept the movement afloat.”66 Tappan was receptive to Andrews’ 

ideas, and both headed to London in order to propose the idea to the British government.67  

The foreign secretary of Great Britain, George-Hamilton Gordon, Lord of Aberdeen, met 

with Andrews and Tappan on June 19th, 1843.68 The Americans suggested that Britain extend a 

loan of a million and a half pounds to the Republic on the condition that it abolish slavery in its 

Constitution, citing the likeliness of war breaking out with Mexico should Texas be annexed to 
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the United States.69Aberdeen declined, judging that Parliament would be unlikely to approve the 

loan, and that since Britain had already recognized the Republic’s sovereignty, it could not 

interfere in its domestic affairs. However, Aberdeen agreed to ensure that Mexico would 

recognize Texas were it to abolish slavery.70 The day after the meeting, Tappan attended the 

convention of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society.71 Reverend Amos A. Phelps, a 

fellow member of Tappan’s organization, introduced the situation in Texas. He argued that the 

potential annexation of the Republic would be disastrous and further re-entrench slavery in the 

United States. The following discussion highlighted how the abolitionist movement might make 

inroads in Texas on financial grounds, with one speaker citing that 13,000 of Texas’ slaves were 

in fact hired from the United States, and that the men who rented them were on the edge of 

financial bankruptcy.72  Tappan exhorted the British members of the convention to assist in 

issuing a loan to Texas. He argued that were the Republic of Texas to become free, it would 

attract considerably immigration, citing plans for a German emigration scheme.73 On June 

30th1843, a representative of Aberdeen wrote a letter to Tappan responding to an inquiry about 

the British government’s stance as to the abolition of slavery in Texas. The letter confirmed that 

the office would push for the Mexican government’s recognition of the independent Republic 

were it to abolish slavery.74   
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Ashbel Smith, the chargé d’affaires by the Texan government to the United Kingdom and 

France, reported extensively on Stephen Pearl Andrews’ activities while in England. Smith was 

an ardent opponent of abolition, complaining to John C. Calhoun that Britain was trying to build 

a new Haiti in Texas.75 Smith was deeply involved in diplomatic negotiations with the United 

Kingdom and France in an attempt to induce Mexico into recognizing the Republic. Palmerston’s 

government had already recognized the Republic in 1840.76Even prior to Andrews’ visit, he was 

convinced that British policy now favored the abolition of slavery in Texas, writing privately to 

the Texas chargé d’affaires in Washington that it was now the “darling wish of England for 

which scarcely any price could be regarded as to [sic] great.”77 Andrews’ scheme was hardly 

secret: in fact, Smith reported having met with him several times.78 Despite being well-aware of 

the diplomat’s pro-slavery views, Andrews had asked Smith to introduce him to the Under 

Secretary of State of Foreign Affairs in order to discuss plans for the abolition of slavery. Smith 

acquiesced, with the ulterior motive of acquiring more information on the abolitionist plans 

being presented to the British government.79 

Writing to the Texas Secretary of State following his meetings with Andrews, Smith 

noted that the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society considered three major ways of 

abolishing slavery in Texas: the first would consist of a loan from the United Kingdom to 

compensate for slaveholders freeing their slaves, extended on the condition that Texas ban the 

importation of slaves. Lord Aberdeen had agreed that the British government could pay the 
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interest off such a loan, but would not extend a loan itself. The second was simply for private 

citizens to purchase enough land to make the republic free of slavery. The land would be the 

formal property of investors. Smith identified Andrews’ position with the latter.80 The third was 

a massive immigration scheme, in which newly arrived settlers would vote down slavery in the 

Republic. Smith wrote that the plan had “been wholly abandoned as tedious, expensive, 

uncertain, and inconsistent with the views of England which wishes to direct all its emigration to 

its own colonies.”81 Smith moved quickly to quash Tappan and Andrews’ plan by writing to 

Aberdeen informing him that they were “meddlesome intruders and not representative of any 

opinion or policy in Texas.”82 By the end of July, Smith wrote to the Texas Secretary of State 

with some urgency, relating that Aberdeen had told him that while he could not speak with 

certainty on the subject, the British government “might” be interested in extending a loan to 

Texas in exchange for compensation. Smith responded sharply to the extent that such an act 

“would be derogatory to our national honor and degrade and disgrace us in the eyes of the 

world.”83 

In August, the abolitionist Lord Brougham questioned Aberdeen in the House of Lords as 

to what measures the British government was taking to ensure the abolition of slavery. Aberdeen 

attempted to recuse himself from giving specific information on the state of negotiations.84 He 

ended his reply by stating that he would see the abolition of slavery in the Republic by 

“negotiations and every other means in the power of Government.”85 This declaration made its 

way to the press in Britain and the United States. Writing in 1844, David Urquhart, a Scottish 
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diplomat, reported that “the words of Lord Aberdeen were simply breath, mere gossip, and every 

man in both hemispheres knew that they were so; and he concludes with excusing himself from 

expressing any opinion on the subject; in fact, he was not aware that he had said any such 

thing.”86  In an attempt to allay American fears of British intervention, Aberdeen wrote a letter to 

Abel Upshur which announced that Britain was negotiating with Mexico in order to secure its 

recognition of the Republic. He stated that they “avow that they wish to see slavery abolished 

there, as elsewhere, and they should rejoice if the recognition of that country by the Mexican 

Government should be accompanied by an engagement on the part of Texas to abolish slavery 

eventually, and under proper conditions, throughout the republic.”87 He cautioned, however, that 

Britain had no hidden motives and would not interfere with Texan sovereigny.88 In November, 

William Jay wrote to Tappan reporting that he had attended a meeting of the British and Foreign 

Anti-Slavery Society in which attendants were anxious to hear about the progress of the scheme 

in Texas. He had assured them of their “certain victory provided Texas is kept out of the 

Union.”89 

Aberdeen’s letter only received an answer after the annexation of Texas. In 1844, James 

K. Polk, a strong advocate for territorial expansion, won the Democratic Party nomination over 

Van Buren. His support for the annexation of Texas was the main reason that he garnered 

enough support to win.90 Defeating Whig Henry Clay, Polk won the Presidency. In an 

unprecedented political maneuver, outgoing President John Tyler urged Congress to pass a joint 
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resolution declaring the annexation of Texas.91 Tyler signed a bill for the immediate annexation 

of Texas into law on March 1st, 1845. He did so at the urging of John C. Calhoun, who had 

become Secretary of State through extremely contingent circumstances after Abel Upshur died in 

an accidental explosion on a battleship. 92 Calhoun declared that the treaty was signed in “self-

defence” against “the policy adopted by Great Britain in reference to the abolition of slavery in 

Texas.”93 Drawing on this passage, Madeleine Stern argues that Andrews’ scheme ironically 

precipitated a political crisis resulting in the United States’ admission of Texas. While certainly 

Andrews played a leading role in initiating the scheme, the extent to which the abolitionist 

intrigue in Great Britain swayed American foreign policy is debatable. Tappan’s own 

interpretation was that Smith had deliberately misrepresented the British government’s position 

to Calhoun, since Great Britain had never shown any signs of acquiring Texas.94 Smith’s 

correspondence also shows that Texan suspicions of British interference predated the Tappan 

expedition. What is notable, however, is Andrews’ role in relaying direct observations about 

political life in Texas to Tappan and British abolitionists.  

After signing the treaty for annexation, Calhoun then dispatched the now-infamous “Pakenham 

letter” to Aberdeen, in which he defended slavery as a “positive good.” Benjamin Tappan, 

Lewis’ brother, leaked it to the press.95 The letter thrust slavery at the center of the political 

discussion over annexation. Historian John Silbey wrote that Calhoun “clearly, deliberately, and 

optimistically fanned the flames of sectional tensions and cogently established to the 

sectionalists, north and south, what was at stake in the Texas debate.”96 The annexation of Texas 
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in 1845 sparked a swift reaction from abolitionists, who “sent 180 000 petitions to Congress” 

against its admission.97  Texas’ Congress voted unanimously in favor of annexation.98 After the 

state’ entry the union, slaveholders was rapidly expanding westward. From 1846 to 1861, the 

state’s enslaved population more than quadrupled.99 War broke out between Mexico and the 

United States. 

The annexation of Texas also led to growing tension between the Southern and Northern 

branches of the Democratic Party. Eric Foner wrote that “to the indignation of the Van Burenites, 

the southerners refused to compromise at all and insisted on making the Texas treaty a test of 

northern friendship toward the South and slavery.”100 In August 1846, Polk submitted an 

appropriation bill to Congress for the war. Democratic Congressman David Wilmot added a 

proviso to the bill which would prohibit slavery and involuntary servitude from any territory 

acquired from Mexico. In making his case, Wilmot “articulated his determination to maintain the 

new territories for the benefit of the white population of the United States and to protect areas 

where ‘farmers and laborers’ who were ‘of my own race and color would settle ‘without the 

disgrace which association with slave labor would bring to them, a ‘dishonor and degradation’ 

that they refused to accept.”101 The proviso was not voted upon, since Congress had adjourned 

before it had passed the House. The measure enhanced sectional conflict within the Democratic 

Party, winning the support of the anti-slavery Barnburners led by Van Buren, and attracting the 

ire of the Southern wing.102 The Liberty Party seized upon the disaffection over the increasingly 
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pro-slavery stance of the Democratic Party to enter into a new, uneasy coalition.103 Along with 

members of the abolitionist Liberty Party, van Burenite Democrats formed the backbone of the 

Free Soil Party in 1848. 

II. 

 

The foundation of the Free-Soil Party coincided with a wave of revolutionary activity in 

Europe that brought political exiles to America’s shores. One such exile, Adolf Douai, was born 

in Altenburg and pursued a career as an educator. He received a doctorate in 1841 and then 

moved to Russia to teach for five years, after which he returned to Altenburg.104 Douai 

participated in the series of uprisings and protests in German states in 1848. As part of a Landtag 

(Reform Council), he advocated for the Duchy of Saxe-Altenburg to become a constitutional 

democracy.105 He was arrested and charged with high treason and rioting. Though he was cleared 

of both, he was nonetheless imprisoned for a nearly a year for insulting the press and the 

ministry.106 After harassment by the government which prevented him from being employed, 

Douai left towards Texas to become a farmer.107  

Douai was hardly alone in making the journey. Following Texas’ annexation to the 

United States, the state also drew unprecedented migration: its population “almost tripled from 

1850 to 1860, reaching over 600 000 by the outbreak of the Civil War.”108 However, 1848ers 
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remained a minority among Germans who moved to the United States. German rural 

immigration to Texas in the mid-19th century was largely motivated by economic considerations. 

Historian Terry G. Jordan cites the lack of access to land in Germany, enhanced by inheritance 

laws, the collapse of potato harvests due to blight, and increasing industrialization as push 

factors, as well as a desire to avoid military service. Along with Missouri, Texas was one of the 

only Southern states to attract German migrants. German settlement was facilitated by the 

Society for the Protection of German Immigrants in Texas (Verein zum Schutze deutscher 

Einwanderer in Texas), which obtained a massive land grant from Henry Francis Fisher and 

Burchard Miller (Fisher-Miller grant). The Society offered 160 acres for single men and double 

for families, transportation, as well as provisions, amenities, and goods for farming in exchange 

for $160 (double for married men). 109 By the mid-1850s, the Society had “gone bankrupt, 

making room for an expanding and increasingly heterogenous immigrant society.”110 Frederick 

Law Olmsted reported that after annexation and the beginning of the Mexican-American war, 

thousands of German families were moving to Texas only to find that the Society had provided 

neither food nor shelter.111 

Douai landed at the port of Galveston in 1852 to make his way to New Braunfels, a 

recently established German settlement in Texas.112 By the time he arrived in America, there was 

already a dense network of immigrants helping potential settlers. His German companions on the 

journey contracted freighthandlers who specialized in making the journey from Galveston to the 

colony.113 Galveston was a major point of entry for immigrants, with some estimates placing the 
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German population there at between a quarter and a third of the population.114 In 1850, 

Galveston had a population of 4,177, which counted “3,469 European-Americans, 678  enslaved  

and 30 free African Americans.”115 In sharp contrast to Reconstruction, enslaved people and 

casual workers of European descent in the decades leading up to the Civil War often lived and 

worked alongside each other on the docks, inside households, and on construction sites.116 

Douai’s biographer, Justine Davis Randers-Pehrson, describes the road to New Braunfels as 

difficult, with a majority of prospective immigrants to the town never making it passed the port 

of Galveston.117 On his way to New Braunfels, Douai describes crossing a village that was 

unfriendly towards German immigrants. He mentions that the slaveholding inhabitants 

associated Germans to anti-slavery sentiment.118  

German immigrants arriving to Texas soon realized that the Society had not purchased 

land, but only the rights to settle. Moreover, the Fisher-Miller grant’s “soils were mostly stony 

and infertile, and the precipitation was meager and unreliable.”119 German immigrants instead 

settled in New Braunfels and Fredericksburg, which were founded as “way stations on the road 

to the grant.”120 German settlements in the West of Texas, particularly Fredericksburg, were in 

Southern Comanchería.121 A peace had been settled in 1847 between the Comanches and John 

Meusebach, the commissioner-general of the Society. To cope with the arid climate, German 
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farmers grew a much broader diversity of crops and raised livestock on very small farms, 

particularly compared to the Eastern parts of Texas which were dominated by corn and cotton 

cultivation.122 Most farms were run on family labor, though hired labor was not uncommon.123 

However, slavery was non-existent among German Americans in the West of Texas.124 There 

were more enslaved people in the Eastern and coastal parts of the state.125 Yet, as Terry G. 

Jordan has cautioned, this absence of slavery should not be read as a nascent abolitionist 

commitment on the part of German settlers, most of whom remained unconcerned by the growth 

of the institution.126 

Swiftly giving up his hope of becoming a farmer, Douai launched himself into newspaper 

editing. He founded the first school in New Braunfels, but did not find a steady source of 

income.127 He took up successive occupations, including teaching, cigar-making, and a short 

career as an editor for the Neu Braunfelser Zeitung, which was taken on later by Ferdinand 

Lindheimer. Douai moved to San Antonio and promptly became the editor of the San Antonio 

Zeitung.128 Under his leadership, the newspaper embraced an abolitionist line. Douai was not 

alone in the German-American press in advocating against slavery. In the American South and 

border states, the Wochenblatt in Hermann, Missouri and the New Orleans Deutsche Zeitung 

advanced an abolitionist editorial line while the Baltimore Wecker and the Mississippi  Blätter 

endorsed anti-slavery views in favor of “white development.”129 
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Douai quickly became acquainted with the politics of West Texas through his 

connections with 1848ers. He was in touch with immigrants who had attempted to establish a 

commune on the Fisher-Miller land grant.130 That settlement, named Bettina after German 

feminist Bettina von Arnim, failed after a year due to the project funders pulling out of the 

project.131 Douai describes the resistance of the 1848ers to the annexation of Texas, but wrote 

that this group remained a minority that had little hope of becoming the revolutionary 

“sourdough” required to sway the colonists.132 He wrote that German Americans had been bribed 

during Texas’ constitutional convention and referendum in 1845. “The slave-holders,” he wrote, 

“had declared the war with Mexico and the annexation of Texas as a state to the Union and they 

bribed the German colonists to the slavery party by denying them their citizenship if they voted 

to annex Texas as a free state.”133 Douai reported how the vast majority of German immigrants 

voted for the annexation of Texas due in part to economic desperation.134  

In 1853, Douai met the journalist and social reformer Frederick Law Olmsted, who was 

travelling through the Southern states. With his support, Douai campaigned for West Texas to 

secede from Texas and become a free state. The idea of parcelling off Texas into different states 

was hardly new and had proponents across the political spectrum. In fact, a Congressional 

Resolution adopted upon the annexation of Texas was widely read as enabling Texas to splinter 

into up to five different states.135 West Texas’ separation had been proposed by a South 
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Carolinian Senator in the debates over the annexation of the Republic several years earlier.136 It 

had also been suggested to Ashbel Smith, the Minister Plenipotentiary of Texas in the United 

Kingdom and France, by a British official as early as 1842.137 As Marx wrote in 1861, the 

Southern slaveholders would have had a lot to gain from separating Texas into five states, since 

in doing so they “could have gained ten new votes instead of two in the American Senate.”138 He 

remarked that ultimately the slaveholding interest “found it impracticable to cut up Texas, where 

the German population plays an important part, into even two states without giving the party of 

free labor the upper hand over the party of slavery in the second state.”139 

Honeck has noted that while Douai’s public-facing plans fell short of immediate 

abolition, his private writings show that his plan for abolition had a military aspect.140 Douai 

outlined how West Texas was a “strategically impregnable” position. “In the south the Gulf,” he 

explained, “in the north the desert, in back of us the republic of Mexico which was anti-slavery 

and from the north to the south a chain of German colonial settlements which could cooperate 

with each other.” Moreover, the “20-30,000 Mexicans who lived among us in West Texas were 

anti-slavery and unfriendly to Americans.”141 In outlining his plan, Douai counted ten thousand 

or more former soldiers in the region and mentioned that enslaved people “often escaped to us 

and then easily fled to Mexico.”142 Moreover, Douai judged that the vast majority of Anglo-

Southerners were “with few exceptions […] very cowardly,” and lacked military discipline.143 

Douai advocated for training and arming fugitive slaves and “advance from one river defense 

 
136 Silbey, Storm over Texas, 83. 
137 Smither, “English Abolitionism and the Annexation of Texas,” 194. 
138 Karl Marx, “The Civil War in the United States,” in Die Presse, November 7th, 1861, in Zimmerman, The Civil 

War in the United States, 59. 
139 Marx, “The Civil War in the United States,” 59. 
140 Honeck, We are the Revolutionists, 58. 
141 Douai, Autobiography, 112. 
142 Ibid. 
143 Ibid., 121. 



55 

 

line to another” until slavery was abolished up to Louisiana.144 In this respect, Douai’s scheme 

differed markedly from Andrews’, in that he gave a prominent role to the enslaved in fighting for 

their own freedom.  

Douai’s remark on runaways suggests that some of the German immigrants in his 

community helped enslaved people to make the road to Mexico.145 A law passed by the Mexican 

Congress in 1849 granted freedom to enslaved people by stepping into Mexico, effectively 

making its “territory into a mechanism of emancipation.”146 By 1855, up to 4000 enslaved people 

had made the journey across the Southern border to win their freedom.147 For enslaved men and 

women seeking their freedom, the passage from East Texas to Mexico was dangerous. Beyond 

the lack of food and arid climate, the enslaved men and women who made the journey were 

subjected to vigilantes and state forces attempting to forced them back into bondage.148  

Douai seized upon growing anti-slavery sentiment among German Americans in Texas. 

A series of state conventions had been organized by the League of Free Men (Bund Freier 

Manner), an organization of German freethinkers founded in Kentucky in 1853. These 

conventions aimed “to coördinate the political thought and activity of the German 
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Americans.”149 In Louisville, the convention adopted a platform against slavery on February 19th, 

1854, which Douai published in the San Antonio Zeitung the following March. On May 14th , the 

San Antonio-based Free Association (Der Freie Verein) held a meeting in San Antonio where 

120 or so delegates drew up a series of social, political, and religious principles, including 

declaring themselves against slavery. These proposed reforms included the “abrogation of all 

treaties for the delivery of fugitives” and “[t]hat the federal government abstain from all 

interference in the question of slavery.”150 To this last point was added the exception that where 

a state to declare itself free, the United States government may assist it in “carrying out such 

resolve.”151  

The original wording of the free-state resolution created ambiguity as to role of the 

federal government in abolishing slavery. Douai interpreted the plank as calling on Congress to 

enact a compensated emancipation scheme. He viewed the convention as a steppingstone 

towards the formation of a party. While the San Antonio delegates had been careful in specifying 

that they had drawn up a set of principles and not a platform for a new organization, he started to 

calculate potential votes in favor of abolition.152  

The German community in New Braunfels was not uniform in embracing the San 

Antonio principles. Several articles appeared in the local German American press attempting to 

distance themselves from the radicals and assuage slaveholders. A counter-meeting was held at 

the town in which participants declared that they would not interfere with the institution of 
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slavery.153 Yet, as R.L. Biesele argues that the “effect of [Douai’s] abolition agitation was to 

make the American press, generally speaking, believe that all Germans were abolitionist.”154 

Douai and other anti-slavery Germans received several lynching threats.155 

The Anglo-American reaction to the San Antonio statement was entangled with the rise 

of the Know-Nothing Party in Texas. The party was split along sectional lines over slavery, with 

the Southern wing tying immigrants to abolitionism. According to Douai, the party had attracted 

the vote of all the Anglo-Texans in San Antonio. He wrote that “they vied with the democrats in 

defending slavery,” while attempting to “intimidate the Germans as abolitionists.”156 For Douai, 

the Know-Nothings were significant in unifying German immigrants in resistance. In Fall 1854, 

“a band of more than 100 Knownothings with farmers invaded San Antonio with threats of 

violence and death against foreigners.”157 In response, the German Turner organization rallied 

and armed themselves to resist the attack.   

The controversy over the San Antonio principles also had deep repercussions for Douai’s 

paper. German stockholders pulled their support from the Zeitung as threats from American pro-

slavery forces mounted against Douai. With Olmsted’s help, Douai appealed to Northern 

abolitionists to support his bid to buy the newspaper himself.158 Olmsted and his brother attracted 

the support of several prominent members of New York society, including Henry Ward Beecher, 
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and Charles Loring Brace.159After the purchase of the Zeitung, Olmsted and Douai launched into 

a deliberate propaganda campaign to attract settlers to West Texas to create a free state. Douai 

wrote to Olmsted of the necessity of forming a party that would represent the interests of German 

and Mexican Americans, as well as the Anglo-Texans hostile to slavery. He believed that while 

Germans tended to oppose slavery, they lacked the conviction to take action against it.  He wrote 

that “[o]nly the Mexican population seems to be hostile to slavery without any exception.”160 

Douai worked towards publishing not only in English but in Spanish in order to build political 

support for West Texas.161  

Ultimately, the Southern Know-Nothing argument that tied abolitionism to immigrants 

did not have enough purchase to propel them to political power. As Waymon McClellan wrote, 

for Texan voters in the 1856 election, [t]he Know-Nothing Party represented equivocation in the 

face of Northern attack against Southern institutions,” whereas “[i]n contrast, the Democrats 

seemed to speak sternly for an inviolate South.”162 In the Presidential election, San Antonio 

voted for the Democratic candidate, James Buchanan, over Know-Nothing Millard Filmore by a 

ratio of two to one.163 

In March 1856, Douai was targeted by a plot to drive abolitionists out of town, helmed by 

a coalition of slaveholders and German representatives in the Texas legislature.164 The Germans 

owned land on the Fisher-Miller grant, which they hoped to sell at high prices to German settlers. 
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The grant, however, had been voided, and was up for a vote of renewal in the legislature.165 The 

slaveholders agreed to vote for the renewal of the grant on two conditions: first, they wanted 

assurances that any new settlers would be pro-slavery, or at least neutral, Germans. Second, they 

wanted the Society for the Protection of German Immigrants in Texas to invest $200,000 worth 

of railroad stock. According to Douai, this railway, which was proposed to facilitate German 

migration, would in fact serve to transport cotton to the coast.166 A representative had already 

travelled to Germany to negotiate with the Society. Douai feared that the scheme would defraud 

immigrants, who would move to deserted land.  Douai launched a furious letter-writing 

campaign to foil them, appealing to the King of Prussia as well as prominent members of the 

German aristocracy who had supported the Society. He then publicized the events in the Zeitung. 

According to Douai, his efforts resulted in a radical decrease in immigration from Hamburg and 

Bremen to Texas.167 Douai felt that while he could fight the potential railroad scheme, he had 

lost the struggle against slaveholders. Douai sold the San Antonio Zeitung that year, after which 

he moved to Boston.168 

 

III. 

Arriving in Texas in 1852, Victor-Prosper Considerant made plans for a utopian 

commune near current-day Dallas. Like Douai, Considerant was a political exile. He had 

participated in an armed demonstration against Louis Napoleon’s coup and was charged with 

treason.169 He relocated to Belgium shortly after. Considerant had an unusual career. The son of 

 
165 Douai, Autobiography, 124. 
166 Ibid., 125. 
167 Ibid., 125. 
168 Honeck, We are the Revolutionists, 67. 
169 “Considerant, Victor,” in American Reformers, Second Edition, (Ipswich, Massachusetts: H.W. Wilson, 2017), 

193-194. 



60 

 

a professor, he was born in 1808 in Salins, France. He had served in the French army in the 

conquest of Algeria. By 1829, he had given up military service to pursue social theory and 

became one of the main proponents of François-Marie-Charles Fourier’s ideas.170 Fourier was a 

utopian socialist who believed that human passions could be shepherded into a living Eden.171 

Considerant published over twenty books that simplified and popularized these ideas, including a 

manifesto for a political party.172 Considerant was especially enthusiastic about Fourier’s 

“phalanstery,” a type of utopian commune housed in a large shared building.173 The name was 

derived from a combination of “monastery” and the Greek “phalanx.”174 In France, Considerant 

had pressed upon Fourier and his followers the importance of putting ideas into practice by 

founding this type of community.175 

Shortly after being exiled, Considerant hatched a plan to establish such a commune in the 

United States.176 A few decades earlier, Fourier himself had suggested establishing his model in 

the country, writing to the American consul in France in hopes of interesting him in such a 

venture. He proposed that his system could serve a “civilizing” purpose in the United States by 

introducing Native Americans to agriculture. He also indicated that the system “could prevent a 

sectional split between North and South and reduce the threat of a slave uprising” by promoting 

industry.177 In fact, Considerant was not even the first to attempt a utopian commune in Texas. 
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Étienne Cabet had raised funds for such a community near Dallas that failed due to lack of 

interest and unsuitable land.178 

By the time of Considerant’s exile, there were two broad factions of Fourierists in the 

United States. In general, Fourierists condemned the institution of slavery. However, most of 

them did not take an assertive stance against the institution, relegating it instead as a secondary 

question to the broader project of the reorganization of labor. The first, composed mostly of 

Democrats, condemned slavery in principle, but believed that slavery could be abolished through 

the establishment of cooperatives. The second group, which drew membership from Whigs, 

argued that slavery had to be abolished first, before any other “reorganization of labor could be 

pursued.”179   

Considerant had maintained a years-long friendship with Albert Brisbane, the most 

prominent American popularizer of Fourier’s theory. In the 1830s, Brisbane had urged 

Considerant to consider moving to the United States, promising considerable financial 

backing.180 Brisbane knew Horace Greeley and advertised Fourier’s principles in the Tribune in 

the early 1840s. Greeley found the model of association promoted by Fourier attractive because 

it “would counter ruinous competition and re-open avenues to advancement, but without 

impinging upon property rights or fueling class resentment.”181 In other words, Greeley’s 

adoption of Fourier’s ideas were assertively pro-capitalist, and promoted association as a means 

of mediating class relations.  
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The annexation of Texas and the Mexican-American war revived the debate over the 

institution of slavery among Fourier’s American disciples. For some, Fourier’s ideas about 

civilization and progress, premised on restraining the passions, were compatible with United 

States’ territorial expansion. The premise that the United States would spread democracy to the 

world was unquestioned even by those who preferred to take a neutral stance on the war, who 

believed that the conflict “represented in the long run the triumph of Civilized over Barbarous 

nations.”182  A minority still opposed the annexation of Texas and the war on abolitionist 

grounds. 

Fourierism won few adherents in the American South. Those who did tended to see the 

phalanstery as a mode of promoting free labor and industry, and therefore potentially allowing 

the enslaved to work towards their own freedom. These plans, however, were hardly premised on 

racial equality and relied on appealing to slaveholders. Southern Fourierists attracted immediate 

opposition from Northerners committed to abolition, who introduced “a motion at the annual 

meeting [of the American Union of Associationists] which would have required the movement to 

refuse any monetary contributions connected with slavery.”183 Significantly, Brisbane opposed 

the measure and defended a potential alliance with slaveholding interests.  

Situated in Texas, Considerant’s plan unwittingly tested out the idea that the phalanstery 

would act as a bolster against the institution of slavery. Joining Brisbane in the United States in 

1852, he identified land near Dallas as the ideal venue for a phalanstery.184 He named the 

prospective new community La Réunion. He planned for about three hundred families to move 

to the new land. Through combined industry, the community would reach self-sufficiency, 
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providing for basic necessities such as food as well as education. Considerant’s scheme was 

hardly communist. Based on private capital investment, the phalanstery was essentially a tenant 

on land managed by investors. Believing that the colony would eventually become profitable, 

Considerant established a joint-stock company named the European Society for the Colonization 

of Texas, valued at more than five million francs. He returned to Belgium in 1853 in order to 

attract to potential immigrants, writing a pamphlet that advertised his plan in Texas.185  

The fate of Considerant’s plans were intertwined with Douai’s agitation against slavery. 

Considerant returned to the United States in 1855 and met with Olmsted, who was collaborating 

with Douai to encourage the settlement of immigrants into Texas in order to promote free 

labor.186 By the time Considerant came back to Texas, the price of land had increased 

considerably, up to $7 an acre.187 The promise of free land that he had written about to attract 

French colonists had been withdrawn by the state government.188 Considerant had sought the 

support of American settlers in establishing La Réunion and the Texas State legislature in 

funding it. Neither were interested. Considerant’s scheme immediately attracted the ire of the 

Know-Nothing party, which equated socialism with abolitionism.189 As historian James Pratt 

argues, the 1854 San Antonio platform had made “the southern Protestant Anglos suspicious that 

the Germans (and all other Europeans) were neither Christians nor loyal to the South.”190 

Moreover, Albert Brisbane was a known abolitionist and major investor in La Réunion, which 

made it difficult to attract financial and political support for the colony in a slaveholding state.191 
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In light of Fourierists’ ambivalent stance towards political developments in the United 

States, Considerant’s response to his critics is hardly surprising. In an attempt to allay these 

fears, he wrote an address to the American People in which he disavowed all “isms,” declaring 

that “Know-Nothingism and Anti-Know-Nothingism, American Democracy, Whiggism, 

Abolitionism, Pro-Slaveryism, with all the other isms of the same nature, are as yet to us only 

words expressing ideas, interests, and principles on which we are not ashamed to confess our 

ignorance, and to declare our perfect incompetence.”192 His pamphlet directly engaged the 

politics of the Know-Nothing Party. He argued that supporters of the Know-Nothings were 

largely driven by the fear of immigrants depreciating of native-born workers’ wages.193 He 

claimed that the party’s main political object was to delay political rights for new immigrants by 

delaying naturalization for two years. He made a distinction between respectable immigrants and 

“scum,” concluding that the party was not “antagonistic to the European emigration which my 

friends and myself have undertaken to introduce into this country.”194 He also appealed to a 

purported need for settlers and able men, arguing that “America has for herself a space without 

limits, a future without shackles, the impulses and irresistible energy of an athletic and brilliant 

youth.”195 In doing so, Considerant echoed free-soil and free labor rhetoric which emphasized 

the benefits of European colonization.  

In writing about communal experiments, Sorge wrote that “[i]t should be clear even to an 

idiot that in modern bourgeois society a community could not exist, or gain ground, that did not 

fit in one way or another into the society’s framework, which was based on exploitation.”196 

 
192 Victor Considerant, European Colonization in Texas: An Address to the American People, (New York: Baker, 

Godwin and Co., Book and Job Printers, 1855): 6.  
193 Ibid., 9. 
194 Ibid., 10. 
195 Ibid., 14, 20. 
196 Sorge’s Labor Movement, 72.  



65 

 

Indeed, Considerant’s plans for a utopia in Texas came to an ignominious conclusion in 1856 as 

difficulties mounted for the colonists. Considerant bought property in the West and considered 

privatizing La Réunion’s land, which had been managed up to then by the Proprietor’s Society. 

He abandoned La Réunion and moved to San Antonio. At Considerant’s urging, the French 

corporation that backed the colonists sent a representative, who informed that colonists that La 

Réunion should be dissolved. As La Réunion collapsed, colonists wanting to leave were at first 

paid in work tickets rather than money. Very few of the original settlers remained, and almost 

half returned to France.197 When Olmsted returned to Texas in that year, he found that La 

Réunion had failed. For Olmsted, the causes were clear. Referring to Considerant’s initial land in 

the colony, Olmsted wrote that “[h]is first position was a very ill-chosen one upon Trinity River 

in Dallas county, amid a population of planters who looked with extreme coldness and jealousy 

upon such an incursion as that of a thousand French ‘agrarians’, all foreigners and perforce free-

labor men.”198 Considerant was eventually let back into France after Napoleon III lifted the ban 

on exiles in 1869.199 There, he joined the International.  

Andrews’, Douai’s, and Considerant’s political activities in Texas were crowned with 

failure, their plans crushed by the slaveholding interest of the South. Andrews naively believed 

that an economic appeal to slaveholders combined with diplomatic action could secure the 

abolition of slavery in Texas through compensated emancipation. His plan nonetheless brought 

him in the orbit of abolitionists in the North and led him to an expedition in which he made the 

case for Britain to purchase Texas. Douai’s plan for the separation of West Texas as a free state 

required political organization and action. He outlined the need of forming a political 
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constituency and a party. Rather than appeal to slaveholders, he believed that the basis of the 

anti-slavery movement would be constituted of German, Mexican, and African Americans, along 

with some native-born white Americans. Perhaps influenced by his experience in the 1848 

uprising as well as his violent encounters with Anglo-Americans, his plan extended to military 

action. Considerant, who paid little attention to slavery but believed that a utopian society could 

be established on a voluntary basis, tried to establish a new society based on cooperation and free 

labor. His plan fell apart. Part of the reason for his failure was that he required investment from 

the Texas legislature before La Réunion could achieve financial independence. Even though 

Considerant, contra Douai and Andrews, sought to distance himself from abolition, his plan 

nonetheless failed to attract the economic and political support that he had wanted in establishing 

a utopian community.  

Yet their failures yielded important political lessons. All three appealed to the free-soil 

and free labor principles that would later inform the politics of the Republican Party, for which 

Douai would later campaign. Andrews’ links with Tappan, Douai’s friendship with Olmsted, and 

Considerant’s collaboration with Brisbane all demonstrate the existence of a robust international 

network of radicals and reformers in the antebellum period. These connections would prove to be 

long-lasting, as Douai and Andrews moved to the North and continued their political agitation. 

The next chapter will follow them to New York to outline the free-soil and anti-slavery networks 

that led to the foundation of the International Workingmen’s Association.  
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Chapter 2 

Towards the Universal Republic: The Origins of the International Workingmen’s Association in 

the American North (1851-1864) 

 

In the first months of the American Civil War, Marx wrote an article in a German 

newspaper to dispel any misconceptions that the war had been declared over tariffs, an assertion 

popular in the British press. He wrote that "the whole movement was and is based on the slave 

question." He clarified by adding that: 

 

"Not in the sense of whether the slaves within the existing slave states should be 

directly emancipated or not, but whether the twenty million free Americans of the North 

should subordinate themselves any longer to an oligarchy of 300,000 slaveholders; 

whether the vast territories of the Republic should become the nurseries of free states or 

of slavery; finally, whether the foreign policy of the Union should take the armed 

propaganda of slavery as its device throughout Mexico and Central and South America.”1 

 

 

Marx understood that the political crisis that led to the war was caused by the territorial 

expansion of slavery, the political strength of the Slave Power, and the South’s foreign policy 

agenda. Prior to writing about the war, Marx held an extensive correspondence with radicals in 

the United States. The realignment of party politics in the antebellum period, beyond influencing 

Marx’s views, shaped the political perspectives of the members of the International 

Workingmen’s Association after the war. Groups that would form the backbone of the American 

sections of the organization, including the Union républicaine de la langue française, the 

Communist Club, and the New Democracy, were direct outgrowths of radical political 

formations of the 1850s. This chapter covers radical politics in New York from the Mexican-

American War to the American Civil War. 
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The first part of this chapter outlines the rise of agrarian radicalism among Americans 

and German immigrants in New York, and their connections to the Young America and Free-

Soil movements. Many of these men came to advocate for land redistribution through the 

National Reform Association, a broad-base political organization that agitated for homesteads.  

Some labor groups embraced the argument that the free availability of land would lessen the 

pressure of capital on labor, acting in effect as a safety valve.2  Later adherents to the 

International, Stephen Pearl Andrews, Ira B. Davis, and William West would go on to form the 

New Democracy, which called for the abolition of landed property. Davis was an agitator among 

the Democratic Party, from which West eventually distanced himself.3 Hermann Kriege, 

Wilhelm Weitling, and Joseph Weydemeyer were self-described communists who attempted to 

organize German immigrants in New York. Kriege endorsed the Young America movement and 

ultimately rallied towards the Democratic Party. Weitling distanced himself from electoral 

politics and advocated for cooperatives as a solution to the conflict between labor and capital. 

Joseph Weydemeyer, a close colleague of Marx and Engels, attempted to build a revolutionary 

political movement through the American Worker’s League. It would take the Kansas-Nebraska 

Act of 1854 to galvanize anti-slavery supporters into a mass anti-slavery party.4 The rise and fall 

of the Free-Soil Party was part of a broader realignment of the Democratic Party along sectional 

lines, as the Whig Party disintegrated and made way for the newly formed Republican Party.  
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 The second part follows the growth of immigrant radical republicanism and its turn 

towards working-class internationalism. The International Association, as well as its predecessor, 

the Society of the Universal Republic, attempted to unite revolutionary immigrants under a 

common banner in the decade preceding the war. This chapter argues that both the Association 

and the Society’s political shift towards working-class internationalism in the antebellum period 

allows us to understand the beginnings of the First International in the United States. Throughout 

the 1850s, the International Association became much more critical of the radical republican 

groups from which it grew, arguing instead for a proletarian internationalism, defined as the 

political position that working classes of the world have a common interest and should unite in 

common struggle. Indeed, members of the organizations increasingly adopted the language of 

class, identifying a proletariat and a bourgeoisie with conflicting interests.  

The chapter ends with a brief account of the members of the Communist Club’s activities 

during the Civil War, during which they met future members of the International.  The Club’s 

meetings were suspended as many joined the Union Army. Many enlisted under the leadership of 

John C. Frémont, who briefly visited New York on a recruitment drive before heading to 

Missouri. In the summer of 1861, Frémont declared martial law and called for the confiscation of 

all property belonging to Confederates, including slaves. Lincoln, fearing the aggravation of the 

border states, ordered him to rescind the order. Members of the Communist Club defended 

Frémont when he was dismissed, and later pushed for his election in 1864.  

The political shift within the Society of the Universal Republic and the International 

Association occurred alongside the crisis within the American political system over the 

expansion of slavery into the territories that led to the American Civil War. The organizations’ 

change in political outlook was caused by their contradictory foreign policy, their connection to 
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the abolitionist movement, and the impact of the 1857 economic crisis. These three aspects were 

deeply intertwined: the escalating crisis over slavery brought into question the United States’ 

right to intervene in other states’ affairs. Because the International Association grew out of 

circles of political exiles from European revolutions, its activities in the United States brought to 

the fore the contested interpretation of the 1848 revolutions. While republicans tended to oppose 

slavery on principle, the struggle against slavery took on particular meaning in the United States 

because it brought European revolutionary exiles to shift their analysis from a model of 

international relations in which countries were the primary actors, to an understanding of social 

divisions within countries. It led members of the organization to distance themselves from their 

earlier interpretation of the United States as a democratic country that had the right to intervene 

in other countries’ affairs. The financial crisis led to a conflict between anti-slavery and pro-

slavery groups in New York, as both vied for the political support of immigrants. Yet, while the 

shift towards a working-class politics entailed a break from bourgeois nationalism, this transition 

should not be interpreted as the wholesale abandonment of their earlier positions, as members of 

the organization often considered themselves to be true republicans as they were advocating for 

proletarian unity. The link between these organizations also help us understand why the 

Communist Club and the U.S. branch of the International Association explicitly mentioned that 

race was not a bar to joining the organization.5 

Historians have frequently commented on the International’s relationship with the 

Society of the Universal Republic and the International Association, particularly since two of 

their offshoots, the Communist Club and l’Union républicaine de la langue française, eventually 

 
5 No membership rolls have survived for either the Communist Club or the International Association, so it is 
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became sections of the International.6 However, most treatments of these organizations in the 

United States have been cursory. Arthur Lehning-Müller wrote the most comprehensive 

treatment of the International Association, where he argued that it was a direct predecessor to the 

First International. While he mostly focused on the European wing of the organization, he 

observed that much like their counterparts across the Atlantic, in the United States “the 

distinction between the bourgeois republicans and the revolutionary socialists came more and 

more to the fore” over time.7 Scholars of French republicanism and socialism in the United 

States have noted the importance of the Society and the International Association.8 Recently, 

Mark Lause situated the Universal Democratic Republicans within the history of émigré politics 

in New York, arguing that they offered “an unprecedented and cosmopolitan new social 

radicalism that could accept African American aspirations for freedom, on the one hand, and 

repudiate the concept of national conquest and exploitation, on the other.”9  While Timothy 

Messer-Kruse dedicated a chapter to abolitionism and the origins of the International in his 
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dissertation, his virulent anti-Marxism led him to sidestep the influence of European émigrés, 

writing almost exclusively on American radicals.10 This regrettable omission overlooks the 

connections between republicans of various national stripes, the abolitionist movement, and the 

foundation of the International.  

 

I 

Many of the future members of the International, including Ira B. Davis, William West, and 

Stephen Pearl Andrews came to Free-Soil politics through the National Reform Association, a 

radical formation that sought the inalienability and free availability of land.11 West had worked 

as a clerk and Davis was the owner of a bathhouse. Both of them were mainstays of the New 

York radical milieu.12 Founded in the early 1840s, the NRA sought three interrelated goals: 

federal homestead legislation, debt relief for farmers, and a cap to the amount of land an 

individual could own.13  One of its founders, George Henry Evans, gained prominence as a 

newspaper editor and radical agrarian reformer. The NRA constituted the radical edge of the 

Free-Soil movement, arguing for the inalienable right to land. They were remarkably successful 

in attracting support among workers throughout the early 1850s, particularly with regards to 

building political pressure for a homestead bill.14  The NRA gained endorsements from utopian 
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socialists, including Albert Brisbane, a close collaborator of Victor Considerant, as well as 

German immigrants like Hermann Kriege and Wilhelm Weitling. 15 

A large number of political positions were represented in the Free-Soil Party, which included 

Barnburner Democrats, land reformers, and abolitionists. Democrats within the coalition’s 

argument to stop the extension of slavery into the territories was often grounded in an economic 

analysis of competition in which the institution degraded the status of white labor. Because of the 

Barnburners’ entry into the coalition in 1848, the Free-Soil Party’s political program was notable 

for dropping the demand for black equality.16  While the abolitionists and National Reform 

Association held more sway in the 1852 Congress of the Free-Soil Party, leading to a strong 

statement against slavery, the demand for political and social equality was not reinstated.17  

The Free-Soil movement called for farmers’ acquisition of land, meaning that its demands 

were also inexorably tied to the rise of American empire. Many of the men who would join the 

First International were loosely attached to the Young America movement, which has alternately 

been described as a literary movement, a faction of the Democrats, and a political group that 

agitated for land reform. Indeed, the National Reform Association’s official newspaper was titled 

Young America.18 Yet, while Young Americans broadly endorsed land reform, the NRA 

distinguished itself in its opposition to slavery.19 
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While Young America was originally an intellectual and literary movement, it had undergone 

a profound shift by 1845, when it turned towards a defense of American empire.20  Young 

America’s political line embraced a providential view of American expansion, based on 

Jacksonian democratic ideals. Within the Democratic Party, Young Americans advocated for the 

territorial expansion of the United States to propagate democracy.  Young America was 

particularly associated with the Democratic Review, a publication which coined the phrase 

“manifest destiny.” The Democratic Review at first held an ambiguous position with regards to 

the Mexican-American War.21  Initial doubts about the necessity of military conflict gave way to 

an enthusiastic defense of the United States’ expansion, based on a view of Mexican racial 

inferiority. Led by John L. O’Sullivan, the movement advocated for American expansion 

through military force.22  

Inspired by demands of democratic reform and national self-determination, the movement 

took its name from the revolutionary uprisings of 1848 in Europe.23 Young Americans published 

enthusiastic articles that looked to Young Ireland, the Hungarian uprising against the Hapsburgs, 

Mazzini’s rebellion in Italy in 1831, and France’s February Revolution with admiration.24 Young 

Americans were unsuccessful in pushing for the Democratic Party’s foreign policy to embrace 

the European revolutions of the late 1840s. Even when Young America spoke in favor of these 

revolutionary movements, they framed the uprisings as campaigns for national sovereignty and 
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democracy, paying little attention to their economics demands.25 Eyal argues that Young 

America failed to sway American foreign policy because “there were too many people in the 

United States in the 1840s who could not sympathize overtly with Young Europe with their 

status as slave owners, or as citizens of a country in which slavery remained legal.”26 Southern 

Democrats blocked a resolution that endorsed the February revolution in France because it 

congratulated the French colonies on abolishing slavery, while abolitionists had praised the 

revolutionaries.27 Young America’s failure in swaying the Democratic Party’s foreign policy was 

undoubtedly tied to rising sectional tension over slavery. Some adherents joined the Republican 

Party, some like Stephen Douglas remained among the Democrats, and some still eventually 

joined the Confederacy.  

German radical immigrants took up the Free-Soil movement in the late 1840s. Hermann 

Kriege and Wilhelm Weitling found their footing in the free-soil movement by advocating for a 

type of agrarian communism.28 Weitling had met Kriege in London in 1845.29 They had both 

been members of the League of the Just, which eventually merged with Marx and Engels’ 

Communist Correspondence Committee to form the Communist League.30 Upon arriving in the 

United States in the mid-1840s, Kriege took up the mantle of Young America in advocating for 

land redistribution. Though he died before the International was founded, he forged political 

links with future members of the organization through the free-soil movement. Kriege was part 
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of a secret society that also took up the name “Young America,” out of which grew the Social 

Reform Association, a public organization which numbered over 500 members over several 

cities.31 At the behest of the Social Reform Association, Weitling first came to New York in 

1846, and wrote for Kriege’s newspaper.32 

Kriege worked alongside members of the National Reform Association, speaking with 

Davis and West at a public meeting on March 21st, 1846, calling for the city to purchase and 

redistribute land.33 The Social Reform Association’s paper was People’s Tribune (Volks-Tribun), 

which Kriege began editing in 1846. 34 Kriege’s editorial line appealed primarily to German 

immigrants that wanted to expand into the West on homesteads.35 Kriege viewed the movement 

against slavery as a distraction from the free-soil cause, describing abolitionists as ‘sentimental 

Philistines.” 36 He invoked the racist argument that immediate emancipation would create labor 

competition for white workers, and thus generally depress wages.37  

This line of reasoning led Kriege to support the Mexican-American war. Though he had 

initially considered himself a communist, Kriege eventually threw himself fully into the 

Democratic Party. The Social Reform Association and the People’s Tribune, contrarily to the 

National Reform Association, strongly supported the Democratic Party in the war against 
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Mexico, even sending companies of volunteers to fight.38 Kriege used the pages of the People’s 

Tribune to propagate racial theories of Anglo-American superiority. He appealed to German 

workers to not let themselves sink to the social status of black and Irish Americans.39  

The NRA had opposed the annexation of Texas because it would entail the admission of 

a slave state to the union. According to Mark Lause, the NRA “both reflected and influenced 

antislavery sentiment among working people in the nonslaveholding states,” though he cautions 

that it was not a central concern of the organization.40 Young America, the NRA’s newspaper, 

made economic arguments for the abolition of slavery, publishing an article that argued that 

chattel slaves should be freed and given land. The author maintained that should enslaved people 

gain their freedom without property, they would “come in competition with the wages slaves,” 

leaving both worse off. 41 While the NRA was at first mostly met with opposition by 

abolitionists, particularly Horace Greeley, agrarian reformers in the NRA and abolitionists grew 

closer over their shared opposition to the annexation of Texas.42  

Kriege’s position on land reform and the Mexican-American War embroiled him in a 

transatlantic polemic with Marx.43 While Marx and Engels cautiously approved of the National 

Reform Association’s demand for land, they criticized the war as advantaging capitalists above 

all. Engels wrote that “[t]he possibilities for industrial products that are taking shape in the 

conquered land- whom should that please, if not the American manufacturers.”44 The Brussels 

Communist Correspondence Committee, founded by Marx and Engels, met to discuss the 

 
38 Alfred Wesselmann, Burschenschafter, Revolutionär, Demokrat: Hermann Kriege und die Freiheitsbewegung, 

1840-1859,(Osnabrück: Der Andere Verlag, 2002), 156-158; Die Neue Zeit, Jahr 9. I, 776. 
39 Wesselmann, Hermann Kriege, 161.  
40 Lause, Young America, 5. 
41 "Free Soil Meetings: Eleventh Ward, Sixteenth Ward, Williamsburgh National Reform Association," Young 

America (1845-1848), Mar 21, 1846, 1 
42 Lause, Young America, 23, 44-45. 
43 Obermann, Joseph Weydemeyer, 15. 
44 Herbert M. Morais, “Marx and Engels on America.” Science & Society 12, no. 1 (1948): 7-8. 



79 

 

People’s Tribune in May 1846, voting seven to one to denounce its editor. The first resolution 

was categorical: “[t]he line taken by the editor of the Volks-Tribun, Hermann Kriege, is not 

communist.” The circular went on to argue that Kriege’s “fantastic emotionalism” and “childish 

pomposity” were damaging the communist movement in the United States and Europe.45 

Echoing the demands of the National Reform Association, Kriege advocated for plots of land of 

160 acres to be given to every farmer in the United States, regardless of immigration status. 

While Marx perceived that “free-land movement” could constitute “a first, in certain 

circumstances necessary, form of the proletarian movement,” he wrote that Kriege’s plan that 

“everybody should be turned into a private-property-owner” was “just as practicable and 

communist as that everybody should be turned into an emperor, king, or pope.”46 He ridiculed 

Kriege’s claim to communism, arguing that redistributing land to individuals hardly led to 

communal property. The circular described how Kriege wanted land redistributed “[n]ot [to] 

communist workers, but bankrupt shopkeepers and master-craftsmen or ruined cottagers striving 

for the bliss of becoming petty bourgeois and peasants once more in America”47  

The one dissenting vote was Weitling. Prior to his arrival in the United States, Weitling 

developed a profound and personal dislike of Marx. When Marx pushed him to justify his 

decision to vote against the circular against Kriege, Weitling argued that it would be 

counterproductive for European communists to denounce their American counterparts, and that 

Kriege’s brand of socialism was adapted to conditions in the United States.48  
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Both Weitling and Kriege returned to Germany during the uprisings of 1848,49 Under the 

pressure of the Hamburg police, Weitling left Germany and moved to New York in 1849.50 

Kriege also came back to the United States, but suffered a mental breakdown and died in the 

Bloomingdale Asylum for the Insane on December 31st, 1850.51 In his obituary, the New York 

Daily Tribune lauded his support for the war, remarking that “he regarded the absorption of 

Mexico and indeed the entire continent by the United States and the supremacy of the Anglo-

Saxon race in the Western World as absolutely essential to the progress of humanity.”52 

In May 1850, the NRA launched the New York Industrial Congress, bringing together 

benevolent societies, social reformers, and workers’ associations.53  The first meeting attracted 

110 delegates representing an impressive array of labor organizations, including window shade 

painters, bookbinders, hat finishers, jewelers, and silversmiths.54 The organization sought land 

reform, protesting a bill that would provide soldiers with homesteads, arguing that this land 

would be more likely acquired by speculators.55 The Congress also called for a ten-hour day and 

a lien law that would restrict employers’ ability to acquire goods produced by workers before 

offering payment. By December, the New-York Industrial Congress attempted to establish a 

larger presence through the foundation of the Industrial Reform Association, which brought 

together associations from Albany, New Jersey, New England, and Chicago.56 
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The Congress attracted interest from competing political traditions. For example, Stephen 

Pearl Andrews was elected as a representative of the Fifth Ward, but his ideas failed to gain 

purchase in the Congress.57 Members of the Congress also had prior links with the Democratic 

Party, including Ira B. Davis, who called for reform to prevent election fraud.58 Tammany Hall 

invited the Congress to convene a joint mass meeting in May 1851.59 Fernando Wood endorsed 

the Congress during his campaign for mayor of New York City.60  

In 1850, a month after Kriege’s death, Weitling founded a monthly newspaper, The Workers’ 

Republic (Die Republik der Arbeiter), which had a peak circulation was around 4000 copies 

concentrated in the North and West.61 In the first issue of the Republic, Weitling announced his 

support for land reform, though he expressed cynicism at any plan that would involve electoral 

politics. While he endorsed the demands of the Free-Soil Party, he disagreed on its political 

strategy. He deemed it unlikely that Congress, which consisted of lawyers and rich landowners, 

would pass legislation that would advantage the working class. He argued that were the 

government to redistribute 160 acres of land to every settler, the measure would advantage 

native-born Americans at the expense of immigrants.62  Weitling made the case that economic 

redistribution would happen through the establishment of a centralized workers’ congress, which 

would then establish a Central Trade Exchange Bank.  Contrarily to Kriege, Weitling repudiated 

both Whigs and Democrats, and called for the foundation of a workers’ party.  
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Weitling used the Republic to advertise his plan, which led to the First German Workers’ 

Congress in Philadelphia in October 1850. The Congress gathered representatives from across 

the Northeast and the Midwest, speaking for 4,400 workers.63 Their resolutions primarily 

concerned the redistribution of land to farmers, calling for homesteads, taxation on uncultivated 

land, and protection for immigrants. They also called for “the direct election of all officials by 

the people” as well as rights of impeachment against representatives.64 Friedrich Sorge remarked 

acerbically that the resolution contained “[n]o word, no hint about the then-burning question of 

slavery, about the infamous Fugitive Slave Act that was legislated in the same year.”65 While 

Weitling did write an editorial denouncing the Fugitive Slave Act in 1851, he took “no special 

interest or part in the agitation of the abolitionists.66  However, Weitling’s Republic took a much 

firmer stance against slavery than Kriege’s paper. The “significant variations in [their] opinions 

on slavery attested to the fluctuating importance attributed to the issue by German Americans in 

the 1840s and early 1850s.”67  

The Congress culminated in the Workers’ League (Arbeiterbund), a mutual aid organization 

that was meant to provide “all the advantages of savings banks, colonisation societies, building 

societies, business and trade associations, without the disadvantages of the latter.”68 The League 

attracted followers as far as New Braunfels in Texas.69 Weitling wrote the League’s Constitution, 

and the Worker’s Republic became the organization’s publication. In his role as editor of the 
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newspaper, he supported the foundation of trade exchange banks and cooperative associations.70 

He called for the collective ownership of land, emphasizing that homesteads must be taken from 

speculators in order to be redistributed.71 He advocated for a system in which anyone could be 

allotted the quantity of land which they wanted, but would have to give back part of the usufruct 

to the community.72 Because the land would have to be used, he believed that this would create a 

natural cap to the acreage that a person would ask for. In doing so, he called for the abolition of 

private property.  

Weitling’s ideas influenced a utopian society in Iowa named Communia, which joined the 

League. Funds from the Worker’s League were invested in the colony starting in 1851, and 

Weitling became the colony’s administrator that year.73 Settlement in the colony became a sort 

of insurance policy for members of the League, who could secure a place there should their 

fortunes fall in their respective cities. While continuing to live in New York, Weitling made the 

trip to the colony regularly and reported on its progress in the Republic.  

Joseph Weydemeyer, a veteran of the German uprising of 1848 and a close associate of Marx 

and Engels, rejected Weitling’s organizational model.74  Marx helped Weydemeyer build 

contacts in New York, suggesting that he get in touch with the architect Adolph Cluss and 

Charles Dana of the New York Tribune.75 Shortly after his arrival to the United States in 
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November 1851, Weydemeyer consulted Marx and Engels in obtaining the documents of the 

Communist League in an attempt to start a similar organization in the United States.76  With 

Cluss, he contacted three other refugees from the Communist League in Germany to form a 

fledgling organization of their own.77 This core group, along with German socialists that 

Weydemeyer recruited, coalesced into the Proletarierbund in 1852.78   

Weydemeyer published pamphlets aimed at promoting Marxian class analysis to German 

workers. He attempted to write a historical materialist account of economic and social conditions 

in the United States.79 His writing attacks liberal bourgeois nationalism and defends class 

struggle. August Nimtz argued that his “biggest contribution was to bring clarity on the slave-

question to the German-American working class.”80 Whereas Kriege had been hostile to the anti-

slavery cause, and Weitling relatively indifferent, Weydemeyer was a convinced abolitionist.  

He coined the term “dictatorship of the proletariat,” describing the necessity of the seizure of 

the state by the working class to crush bourgeois rule.81 He outlined a first stage of class struggle, 

in which workers oppose industrial development and called for the “re-establishment of the 

artisan crafts, the dissolution of big industry, the dissolution of society into a big artisan 

association.” He associated this backward-looking tendency with Weitling, whose “dream-

world,” Weydemeyer predicted, would soon be abandoned in favor of a revolutionary movement 

that would overthrow the bourgeoisie. “The constantly progressing concentration of capital and 
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the instruments of production in the hands of individuals,” he wrote, “can reach its final goal 

only through concentration in the hands of the state.”82 

The election of 1852 threw the National Reformers and the Industrial Congress into 

political disarray. The Congress attempted to pressure the Democratic presidential nominee, 

Franklin Pierce, into adopting land reform to no avail. Both Whigs and Democrats refused to 

oppose the Fugitive Slave Act.83 In response to the failure of both parties to address land reform 

and to repeal the Fugitive Slave Act, the National Reformers in New York joined the 

Independent Democrats, who denounced both major political parties, by stating that they were 

“unalterably and firmly opposed to them, because we believe them to be untrue, immoral, base, 

and subservient to the greatest political and social curse in our land.”84 The New York 

Independent Democrats elected delegates to the Free-Soil or Free Democratic Party Convention 

on August 11th and 12th, 1852 in Pittsburgh, including William West, who drafted a land reform 

platform.85  The statement called upon the federal government to cease collecting revenue on 

land, and to grant homesteads only to settlers.86  

The Free-Soil Convention designated staunch anti-slavery candidate John P. Hale as 

Presidential candidate for a second time.87 Hale had previously been nominated by the Liberty 

Party in the election in 1848 but had recused himself to support the Free-Soil Party. Members of 

the Liberty Party followed Hale and joined forces with the Barnburner Democrats to nominate 
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Martin Van Buren on the Free-Soil ticket.88 By 1852, the Barnburners were back in the fold of 

the Democratic Party, and the Liberty Party and National Reformers dominated the convention. 

Abolitionists including Lewis and Arthur Tappan attended the event, denouncing the Fugitive 

Slave Act. 89 The Convention had planks on foreign policy, which called for the recognition of 

Haiti’s independence and the right of the United States “to prevent kings and emperors from 

intervening against nations seeking to establish republics.”90 

At a meeting in New York City immediately following the Convention, a debate erupted 

over the political direction of the land reform movement. One participant argued that Pierce was 

too beholden to the Southern wing of the party, and therefore would never back land reform. 

George Henry Evans urged the New York Industrial Congress to solicit commitments from 

political candidates. He outlined the existence of “two classes of land reformers,” one which 

adhered to whichever political party was most likely endorse their cause, and the other one that 

“would only vote for the candidate pledged to land reform.” While Evans tentatively backed 

Hale, West rejecting the Convention’s nomination, arguing that Whig candidate Winfield Scott 

was a better choice for land reform.91 Davis, meanwhile, supported Pierce.92  

By 1853, dissatisfaction with Weitling and the Workingmen’s League’s administration broke 

out in Communia. Colonists demanded that the headquarters of the already declining League and 

the Worker’s Republic move to Iowa.93 Weitling attempted to weather charges that he had taken 

too much authority and misappropriated funds in the Republic.94 Weitling resigned his post as 
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administrator of Communia at the beginning of 1854 and suspended the colony from the League 

that April.95 The League completely disintegrated by the next year.96 

Weydemeyer’s Proletarierbund successfully organized a mass meeting in Philadelphia on 

March 20th 1853, which resulted in the foundation of the American Workers’ League, counting 

800 members.97 According to its statutes, the group aimed to combat labor competition within 

industries and organize for collective action against capital.98 The organization hoped to united 

different trades and crafts by organizing on a geographical basis. It was structured into ward-

based unions, which elected representatives to a central union, which in turn selected an 

executive committee.99 Despite its initial base of German immigrants, the League also sought to 

appeal to a broader working class, specifying that they invited all workers to join regardless of 

sex, language, or color.100  

The American Workers’ League provided an analysis of class division in the United 

States. Its statutes outlined the emergence of a proletarian class alongside the seizure of the state 

by the bourgeoisie which legislated against labor. The statement further explained that despite 

improvements in machinery which made work simpler and faster, workers faced worsening 

conditions and increasing immiseration. Automation had led to a crowding of the labor market, 

which drew in women and children. It argued that if society had been organized for the benefit of 

workers, improvements in production would lead to less, and not more work. Notably, the 

American Worker’s League departed from Kriege’s homestead program by calling for the 
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“inalienability and indivisibility” of state land, which should be worked and managed 

collectively by workers’ associations. It also reserved the right to overthrow the government 

should it violate the American’s people right to liberty and the pursuit of happiness.101 

The American Worker’s League called for free education as well as restrictions on child 

labor. One of its leaders, Abraham Jacobi, would later become the founder of American 

pediatrics.102 With letters of recommendation from Marx, he moved to the United States, 

eventually settling in New York and meeting with Weydemeyer.103 Jacobi organized for poor 

relief through the creation of a democratically organized dispensary that connected Little 

Germany’s working-class residents to physicians.104 Weydemeyer and Jacobi were successively 

the editors of Die Reform on  March 11th, 1853, which became the organization’s official 

publication.105 In 1853, the American Worker’s League issued a proclamation to the workers of 

the United States inviting them to join the league. However, by that time, most ward associations 

had all but disappeared.106 

Weitling and Weydemeyer attacked each other’s organizing efforts in America. Weitling 

decried Weydemeyer’s attempts at political organization, while Weydemeyer wrote that “the 

Republik der Arbeiter is, like Weitling, a museum specimen and therefore is of some interest, 

albeit slight, to archaeologists.”107 Neither Weydemeyer’s nor Weitling’s organizations survived 

into 1855, though the American Worker’s League experienced a revival later in the decade.108 
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Weitling retired from the working-class movement. His correspondence shows that he devoted 

an increasing amount of time to the study of astronomy. He invented an embroidery machine that 

also made buttonholes, but his idea was stolen by the Singer Company.109 Weydemeyer left New 

York for Milwaukee in 1856 due to financial difficulties.110 Just as the National Reform 

Association and the organizations founded by Weitling and Weydemeyer declined, groups of 

radical republicans in New York attempted to unite immigrant groups and American workers 

under one banner. The National Reform Association failed to regain momentum after the 

election of 1852, and Evans died in 1856. Its former members were eventually absorbed into the 

Republican Party.  

 

 

 

II. 

Initiated by French republican exiles, the Society of the Universal Republic sought to 

bring together under the same umbrella several national committees. Its structure was therefore 

loosely defined, bringing together organizations in its meetings and public demonstrations. The 

foundation of the Society of the Universal Republic grew out of circles of revolutionary exiles in 

Europe. Following the attempted revolutions of 1848, German, French, and Polish radicals that 

were proscribed by their respective governments moved to the United Kingdom and its Crown 

dependencies in the Channel Islands. The ensuing three years were marked by efforts to unite 
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national republican movements into a single organization.111  In London, political refuges 

organized the European Democratic Central Committee, helmed by Alexandre Ledru-Rollin, 

Giuseppe Mazzini, Albert Darasz, and Arnold Ruge.112 The group took an increasingly radical 

line. The Committee found its voice through La Voix du Proscrit.  Ledru-Rollin published “Plus 

de Présidents, Plus de Représentants” (“No More Presidents, No More Representatives”) in the 

paper, rejecting the idea of representative government all together.113 The group collapsed 

following the French coup d’état of 1851. Arthur Lehning, the first historian of the International 

Association, has argued that while in France the political resistance against Bonaparte III led to 

an uneasy alliance between moderate republicans and socialists, these differences became salient 

once these groups moved to England and were no longer pitted against a common enemy.114  

These attempts to create a union of national republican movements often looked to the 

United States as an example of democracy. The Commune Révolutionnaire, founded 1852 by 

French revolutionaries in London, wrote an appeal to Americans entreating them to intervene 

against Napoleon III. 115 The letter called upon citizens not to wait for the official sanction of 

their government and to take action.116 Very early on, this group took on the slogan of “the 
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universal, democratic, and social republic,” in opposition to a more narrowly national republican 

project that they identified with the European Democratic Committee.117 The Commune raised 

funds for revolutionary causes. Their letter to Americans also praised the recent election of 

Democrat Franklin Pierce. For them, the Democratic Party, as opposed to the Whigs, represented 

the common good. They praised what they saw as his interventionist foreign policy. The letter 

ended with an appeal for the creation of a Universal, Social, and Democratic Republic.118 The 

Commune published revolutionary tracts in red ink on small pieces of paper which it distributed 

throughout Europe. Caussidière, the President of the Commune Révolutionnaire, took the seal 

which was used to print these tracts to the United States in 1853  to start a political organization 

there.119  

In New York, Caussidière established contact with a French-language newspaper, Le 

Républicain. Its editor and redactor were both political prisoners who had escaped from 

imprisonment in Cayenne and moved to New York. 120  In 1853, their editorial line called for the 

United States’ intervention in European affairs, and vice-versa. They dismissed non-intervention 

as “egoism,” and predicted that Pierce’s isolationist foreign policy would be shortlived.121 

Though sympathetic to working class struggles, the publication primarily employed the language 

of solidarity between nations.122 On June 26th 1853, Le Républicain hosted a meeting to found a 
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new democratic society, which was later named the Society of the Universal Republic.123 Le 

Républicain became the mouthpiece of the fledgling organization.124 

From its very early meetings, one of the Society’s central concerns was the United States’ 

right to intervene in the affairs of a foreign country.125 The Society organized its first public 

demonstration that Fall in response to the Martin Koszta affair.126  Koszta was an exiled 

Hungarian commander who had fought in Lajos Kossuth's army for independence from Austria. 

Briefly exiled in Turkey, he settled in New York in 1851 and signed an oath to become a citizen 

of the United States the next year.127 In 1853, he travelled to Turkey, where he was captured and 

brought onboard an Austrian ship.128 Captain Ingraham, stationed at Smyrna, intercepted the 

vessel and threatened to open fire if the detainee was not returned. The event brought up issues 

of contested sovereignty and the rights of naturalized American citizens under international 

law.129 The Young America movement strongly supported Ingraham’s actions.130  

The event also drew the attention of revolutionary exiles in New York City, who 

defended the rights of naturalized American citizens and wanted the United States to take a 

stronger position on foreign affairs, taking up the mantle of Young Europe. The Committee to 

congratulate Captain Ingraham organized a meeting on October 8th, 1853 at the Shakespeare 

Hotel in New York, which was attended by Americans alongside German, Cuban, Spanish, 
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Italian, and French immigrants. At the meeting, the group proposed the foundation of an 

organization named the Universal Democratic Association.131 The organization’s goal was to 

create a “universal democracy” and invited foreigners as well as Americans to join.132 The 

Universal Democratic Association was split up into sections that represented different 

nationalities in the United States. The Society of the Universal Republic officially became the 

French section of this new society.133 Indeed, the subsequent demonstration in favor of Ingraham 

brought together a broad array of participants, including Polish, French, and German exiles, the 

Italian revolutionaries Giuseppe Garibaldi, Giuseppe Avezzana and Felix Foresti, Cuban 

nationalist Gaspar Betancourt, Whig politician Ogden Hoffman, and Free-Soiler John P. Hale.134  

The French-speaking branch of the Society of the Universal Republic was nicknamed La 

Montagne. The name referred to both the revolutionary political group in the French Revolution 

and the social-democratic faction that had resisted the Party of Order before Louis Bonaparte’s 

coup. Small in size, the Society counted around a hundred members in 1854.135 It provided legal 

help for immigrants and opened a placement agency for the unemployed. It also promoted 

French culture and language through classes and helped with immigration to the American 

West.136 The Society became an intellectual and military training ground for its members, 

establishing its own militia along with a library and a target practice room. Their goal was to 
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build a “large political school” that would unite all nationalities “under the red flag.”137 The 

library was stocked with the platforms of every political party in the United States, as well as 

American and foreign journal and periodicals.138 Their banquet hall was allegedly decorated with 

a banner emblazoned with the text  “You may kill this man with impunity” (“Tu peux tuer cet 

homme avec impunité”) in reference to Bonaparte III.139 The organization’s most public 

expression were their commemorative banquets, which brought together groups of different 

nationalities to give speeches and celebrate revolutionary anniversaries. From its early 

beginnings, La Montagne organized alongside German social and labor organizations, which 

brought it to work with the Weydemeyer’s American Workers’s League. 

The English-speaking branch of the Society, the Universal Republican Democratic 

Society was in touch with German organizations and collaborated with La Montagne.140 The 

organization’s Secretary, Colonel Hugh Forbes, was a veteran of Garibaldi’s army who 

translated and sold military manuals to members of the Society. 141 From its very beginning, the 

Society supported the Irish national cause. Fenian leader Colonel Michael Doheny, who would 

become one of the founders of the Fenian Brotherhood, addressed one of the first meetings of the 

Society. He had attempted to participate in the Young Ireland rebellion but was foiled by the 

British and imprisoned nine days before the uprising. At the meeting, Doheny explained that in 

his role as delegate to British and Irish mineworkers, he found that those workers were amenable 

 
137 Le Républicain, December 30th, 1853. 
138 "Editor's Correspondence: From our New York Correspondent," The Daily Union, October 30, 1853 
139 “Republican Refugees and Napoleon III,” New York Herald, December 5th, 1854. 
140received communications in 1854 from German organizations wishing to collaborate. “The Universal Republican 

Democratic Society,” New York Herald, April 12th, 1854. 
141 Forbes would later be intimately tied with John Brown’s raid at Harper’s Ferry. The military manual he sold as 

part of the Republican Democratic Sociey was eventually distributed by John Brown in the preparations for the raid 

on Harper’s Ferry. “The Universal Republican Democratic Society,” New York Herald, April 12, 1854; Lida L. 

Greene, “Hugh Forbes: Soldier of Fortune,” The Annals of Iowa, vol. 38 no. 8. (1967): 610-611 



95 

 

to revolutionary ideas. Doheny argued however that Ireland could not be freed unless Britain 

itself became republican. He believed that in that respect, Lord Palmerston was the largest 

obstacle to freedom and democracy in Europe, because he supported the rule of the monarchy. 

Doheny stated that there were 20 000 armed Irishmen ready to fight for freedom in the United 

States.142 

Along with the Irish cause, the Society upheld Polish independence during the Crimean 

War. On November 18th, 1854, the Committee of the Polish Democratic Society in New York 

held a large meeting to commemorate the uprising of 1830. There were representatives from 

socialist organizations including La Montagne, and the meeting brought together “Americans, 

French, Italians, Cubans, Hungarians, [and] Germans” under a banner with the words “Vive la 

République Universelle” (“Long Live the Universal Republic”).143 Famed abolitionists were also 

among the participants, including John P. Hale, who presided over the meeting, and Horace 

Greeley. Charles Sumner wrote a letter, in which he stated that “it is impossible to love liberty by 

halves, and that he only can truly serve her abroad who also serves her at home; that he who 

vindicates slavery here at home, cannot faithfully and consistently maintain liberty abroad.”144 

Free-Soiler Salmon P. Chase’s letter similarly linked the cause of Poland and domestic slavery. 

“In my judgement,” he wrote, “the best service which Americans can, at this time, render to the 

cause of universal liberty, is to redeem our national character from the reproach of slavery, and 

thus offer to the world a noble example of a pure and consistent democracy.”  Colonel Forbes 

gave an extensive address on behalf of American citizens and European political refugees. He 

warned that a victory from either Russia or France and England would “doom liberty in Europe,” 
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arguing that the promises of European governments to restore Polish nationality during the 

Crimean War were “mere bait of the powers to entice into their camp the oppressed populations 

of the violated nationalities, and to entice into their camp the oppressed nationalities.” Recalling 

the revolutions of 1848, he addressed the people of Poland, Germany, Italy, France, and England 

in successive injunctions, calling for unity among the European masses.145 Forbes linked politics 

in the United States with republican national struggles in Europe. He ended his speech by 

warning Americans against an indifferent stance, arguing that their “very existence depends on 

the victory of the people, and the establishment of republicanism in Europe.”146  

 The sectional conflict over slavery pushed Le Républicain from a moderate anti-slavery 

to an increasingly staunch abolitionist line. In 1853, the newspaper published an article which 

both opposed slavery and outlined the shortcomings of the abolitionist movement. For them, 

abolitionists spent too much time debating slaveholders and trying to refute their arguments. The 

article argued that slaveholders’ assignment of moral and intellectual inferiority to people of 

African descent was tied to their structural position as oppressors. They cited that other 

“oppressive castes,” including slaveholders in Antiquity and feudal lords, also produced similar 

mechanisms of justification.147 The article outlined how slavery had degraded enslaved people. 

Abolitionists’ quest to highlight the intellectual abilities of exceptional freedpeople, therefore, 

was misguided because it downplayed the devastating impact of the institution of slavery on the 

enslaved. Though the article opposed slavery, it risked parroting racist stereotypes.  

Throughout the next year, the Society built links with abolitionists that led to a stronger 

identification with the abolitionist cause. In 1854, after John Mitchel, a leader of Young Ireland, 
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defended of slavery, Le Républicain published a letter attacking his position as antithetical to 

republicanism. The newspaper had reported positively on Mitchell’s arrival to the United States 

prior to his comments.148 Alexandre Holinski, a Polish refugee and travel writer, dispatched a 

letter to Le Républicain in February 1854 denouncing Mitchel, asking how he could criticize 

Queen Victoria and the suffering of the Irish while ignoring the “more degrading, more poignant, 

more painful tortures of several millions of his fellowmen.” The letter was signed by “the 

obscure soldiers of the Universal Republic.”149  William Lloyd Garrison republished the letter in 

the Liberator.150  This was not the first time that Holinski defended abolitionists, writing in 1848 

that they were unnecessarily reviled for speaking the truth about the institution of slavery. He 

detailed the slave trade, citing “horrors which defy hyperboles,” describing torture, the 

separation of mothers from their children, and the capture of fugitive slaves.151  A few months 

after his letter criticizing Mitchell, Holinski led a speech at a commemoration of the French 

February Revolution organized by La Montagne, where he toasted “To the abolition of monarchy 

in Europe! To the abolition of slavery in the United States!”152 

Cuban annexation brought into question the purportedly democratic role that the Society 

assigned to the United States’ foreign policy. The Society’s meetings attracted a small but 

significant contingent of Cuban nationalists throughout the early 1850s. Believing that full 

independence was as yet unattainable, these nationalists argued that the island should be annexed 

by the United States to protect it from the Spanish empire. The question of the acquisition of 

Cuba was embedded into the sectional crisis between North and South: as Cuban nationalists 
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tried to appeal to both expansionist Northerners and Southern slaveholders, they tried to 

formulate a response to the question of whether Cuba would, or should, remain a slave state. 

While endorsed by Southern Democrats, the entry of a slaveholding state into the American 

republic was fiercely opposed by abolitionists. In the North, Young Cuba forged links with 

Young America, “promot[ing] an alliance among southern slaveholders, northern Democrats, 

and Cuban exiles even as it expressed its own version of post-1848 enthusiasm for 

republicanism.”153 Cuba had been thrust onto the political agenda at the turn of the decade by 

Narciso López’s repeated attempts to overthrow the Spanish government on the island through 

military filibusters.154 Precisely because it entailed the acquisition of Cuba by the United States, 

historian Rodrigo Lazo has noted that “the Cuban filibustero embodied the contradiction of 

protonationalist (Cuban) discourse and U.S. expansionism.”155  

Consistent with their opposition to European despotism, the Society enthusiastically 

embraced the filibuster campaigns and organized commemorative banquets to celebrate the 

attempts against Spain.156 The Society, however, struggled to reconcile Cuban nationalist 

movement’s close links with slaveholders in their argument for annexation. For example, one of 

the most important annexationist newspapers, La Verdad, was funded by Cuban slaveholding 

interests. The question directly confronted the Society because the newspaper’s editor, Gaspar 

Betancourt, had attended several public events alongside the Society.157 La Verdad’s 

construction of Cuban identity was explicitly white and excluded Afro-Cubans from its national 
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project.158  As early as 1849, La Verdad warned that should slavery be abolished in Cuba, it 

would risk replaying “the story of Jamaica, Hayti, and Martinica.”159 La Verdad denounced the 

immediate abolition of slavery as an “evil,” arguing that the United States’ acquisition of Cuba 

would instead “probably” lead to gradual emancipation and the preservation of white 

supremacy.160 

In 1854, Miguel Teurbe Tolón and the Cuban Democratic Athenaeum, a society for the 

independence of Cuba, organized a mass commemoration of the Lopez filibuster expedition, 

which the German Turners alongside the French, Italian, Polish, and English branches of the 

SRU attended.161 Much like La Verdad, the Athenaeum ostensibly opposed slavery but upheld 

gradual emancipation, opposing any plans for immediate abolition.162  Tolón established the 

Athenaeum in early December 1853 in New York. The society provided lectures on Cuban 

history and politics.163 Even the Athenaeum’s moderate views on slavery attracted criticism from 

the Cuban Junta, which advocated for the independence of the island for the Spanish empire 

through its purchase by the United States.  

Tensions over the future of slavery in Cuba came to a boiling point with the foundation of 

El Mulato, a New York-based newspaper dedicated to the abolitionist cause.164 El Mulato 
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criticized exiled Cuban nationalists for relying on the United States to deliver the island from the 

Spanish, arguing instead that independence should be accomplished by the Cuban people 

themselves.165 La Verdad replied by denouncing El Mulato’s position on slavery, arguing that 

the abolition was secondary to the goal of national independence. Moreover, the support of 

slaveholding interests was necessary for victory over Spain.166 El Mulato’s stance on slavery 

sparked a public meeting denouncing the paper’s views.167 

La Montagne’s Aimé Malespine was a direct point of contact between the Society of the 

Universal Republic and El Mulato, which republished one of his speeches on April 1854.168  

Malespine wrote a correction to the paper in which he clarified that he had not, contrarily to how 

his speech was printed, stated that “some Cubans were abolitionist,” but that all Cubans were 

abolitionist. He argued that if they were only a minority, then the Cuban cause would not deserve 

the sympathy of the republican community. Malespine further denounced El Mulato’s policy that 

strangers should not intervene in Cuban affairs, citing the principle of solidarity between 

peoples. He also criticized the inconsistencies of El Mulato’s position on the abolition of slavery: 

while they claimed to favor of immediate abolition, editor Lorenzo Allo’s plan for the abolition 

of slavery would take seventy years. He therefore refused further collaboration with the 

publication.169 

The Cuban Democratic Athenaeum staged a contest for the best essay on the means of 

abolishing slavery in Cuba. In announcing the competition, Colonel Forbes, the secretary of the 

Society of the Universal Republic, mistakenly attributed it to the Cuban Junta. The secretary of 
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the Junta, Perfirio Valenti, fired off a public letter to Forbes in the New-York Herald. Distancing 

himself from the Athenaeum, he wrote that the “Junta is essentially revolutionary,” and that its 

“only aim is at the political freedom of the island, and in no manner whatever mingles or 

interferes with social questions, which exclusively belong to […] the Cuban people, when the 

have achieved their independence.”170 The winner of the competition was Lorenzo Allo, editor of 

El Mulato, who gave a speech for the Athenaeum in 1855 argued that the United States was 

already on the way to abolishing slavery. He viewed slavery as an importation from the British, 

which human progress would render obsolete. He cautioned his audience, however, that 

emancipation would not lead to social equality between white and black.171 The Athenaeum’s 

stance on slavery, therefore, was hardly abolitionist. This incident shows, however, that even a 

moderate anti-slavery stance attracted the ire of Cuban nationalists concerned primarily by 

political independence.172  

At the same time, Le Républicain stubbornly tried to bridge their support for the 

annexation of the island and their opposition to slavery. The tension between those positions 

came to a head with the publication of the Ostend manifesto, in which American ministers in 

Europe provided a rationale for the military takeover of Cuba should Spain refuse to sell the 

island to the United States.173 The manifesto was explicitly racist, warning against the purported 

threat that the increase of the black inhabitants of Cuba through the slave trade would pose to the 
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white population.174 In response to the Manifesto, Le Républicain published an article that 

argued that the acquisition of more territory by the United States, namely Canada, Cuba, Mexio, 

and the Sandwich Islands, could not be stopped by European powers. The author identified the 

main obstacle to annexation as interior, rather than exterior, stemming from the “fatal question of 

slavery.”175 The author observed that Northern parties opposed plans for annexation because they 

opposed the extension of slavery, while conversely Southern parties rallied towards territorial 

expansion to expand the power of slaveholders. Le Républicain argued that both sides were 

wrong, and that Cuba could only be annexed as a direct consequence of emancipation and social, 

civic, and political equality.176 The federative system of government necessary for the 

incorporation of Cuba and Canada was the “transition between national isolation and the 

Universal Republic,” which in the New World would stem from territorial expansion. The point, 

however, fell on deaf ears: the fallout from the publication of the manifesto disgraced the Pierce 

administration and led to the abandonment of any plans to annex Cuba.   

 Just as the enthusiasm for Cuban annexation waned, the Society’s anti-slavery and 

republican principles converged following the Kansas-Nebraska Act in May 1854, as the 

organization came to understand the “extension of slavery as a threat to republican liberty.”177 

The Act overturned the Missouri Compromise and left it up to the voting population of Kansas to 

decide on whether the territory would be incorporated as a free or slave state. The question of 

immigrant citizenship that had sparked the Society of the Universal Republic into existence 

gained importance as Senator John Middleton Clayton proposed an amendment to deprive non-
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native-born Americans the right to vote in Kansas. The society voted to protest the amendment, 

which passed in Congress. 178 

The Kansas-Nebraska Act also provoked a response from German radicals and American 

land radicals. Responding to the Act, Weydemeyer immediately linked anti-slavery, free-soil, 

and labor in a series of speeches to the American Worker’s League, which were republished in a 

series of pamphlets.179  In a speech given that year in New York City, Ira B. Davis announced 

the platform of a group named the Practical Democrats, in which he attacked land monopoly and 

urged the government to cede free homesteads to settlers in the North.180 William West 

participated in the New York Kansas League to assist the territory's settlement by free staters.181  

By September of 1854, despite their initial success, the American Workers’ League and 

the Society of the Universal Republic struggled to establish a steady presence in New York. That 

year, the League attempted to summon a congress of trade unions in New York. According to 

Friedrich Sorge, the book printers’ association was the only organization in attendance182   

The Society of the Universal Republic came increasingly under fire throughout 1854. Joseph 

Déjacque, a veteran of the June insurrection in Paris, was one of its most prominent critics. Later 

known as an influential anarchist thinker, he spent two years in New Orleans before moving to 

New York, where he began publishing Le Libertaire, which he would helm until the onset of the 

American Civil War. Déjacque requested permission to lecture in the Society of the Universal 
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Republic’s meeting hall in 1854. 183 Once his permission was granted, he gave a speech outlined 

his principles, which were then published as a pamphlet entitled “The Revolutionary 

Question.”184 The Society dismissed Déjacque as anti-social, arguing that unlike him, they did 

not want to “wage war against civilization by criminal means.” Déjacque accused Le 

Républicain of wanting to replace Bonaparte by another group of men, which would amount to a 

“change of scenery,” while he hoped for a world in which “men recognized themselves as 

brothers and proclaim themselves to be equal.” Déjacque made a radical case for the abolition of 

government and for direct representation by the people. He outlined a comprehensive plan in 

which citizens would be divided into communes, that then would be represented by two 

ministries: the interior, which would oversee labor and production, and the exterior, which would 

oversee exchange and circulation. He called for the abolition of private property and of the 

family, which he associated with patriarchal authority and hereditary rule. Addressing himself to 

proletarians, Déjacque wrote that killing Bonaparte would amount to an act of self-defense.  

While Déjacque dismissed the Society as too moderate, the organization also became 

increasingly embattled by detractors that judged it too radical. By the end of the year, Le 

Républicain was on the verge of financial collapse, and its backers quickly blamed the 

newspaper’s radical political line and its lack of support in French-speaking New York. The 

paper ended its publication that year due to lack of funds.185 The former editors, including 
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Malespine, launched a new publication with more conciliatory tone, Le Progrès, which failed 

shortly afterwards.186 One of the Society’s last public appearances was on February 24th, 1855, 

where the “Cercle Suisse, the Free Democrats, the Practical Democrats, Cuban and Polish 

Societies, [Freie] Gemunder, and the American Workers’ League” celebrated the 1848 French 

revolutions at the Shakespeare Hotel. The New York Herald scoffed at the meeting, identifying 

the “Red Republicans” as speaking the same language as the “ultra-abolitionists.”187 

III. 

 

On August 24, 1857, the President of the Ohio Life Insurance and Trust Company announced 

that its New York office had shuttered its doors. The end of the Crimean war and a bumper crop 

from Europe had led Ohio farmers to withdraw their surplus funds from the bank. The bank, 

however, did not have the money. Its manager had embezzled funds. Forced to close, the Ohio 

bank owed $7 million in debt.188 Panic spread across several banks. 

By September, the crisis had hit the manufacturing sector in full force, resulting in extensive 

layoffs. The Democratic Party blamed the issue of paper money for the crisis, advocating for its 

curtailment. While Republicans who were formerly affiliated to the Democrats followed them in 

this view, the Party as a whole struggled to stake out a consistent economic position in 

addressing the crisis.189 The economic effects of the panic deepened throughout October and 

November, extending to other cities across the United States. By the end of the year, between 30 
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and 100 000 people were unemployed in New York City.190  New York City was convulsed with 

riots, leading into a wave of strikes across the country as the winter neared.191 

In the midst of the crisis, German 1848ers in New York founded the most direct predecessor 

to the International Workingmen’s Association in the United States, the Communist Club.192 One 

of its members, Friedrich Sorge, became the Secretary for the North American Branch of the 

International. Founded on October 25th, 1857, the Club drew on the then-dormant American 

Worker’s League for its membership.193 Weydemeyer, who was not present for the Club’s 

foundation, strongly supported it, as well as Abraham Jacobi.194 The Club also formed branches 

in Chicago, and Cincinnati.195 The organization strove for the redistribution of “so-called 

bourgeois property,” calling for a “reasonable share in the national and spiritual riches of the 

earth, accessible to everyone.”196 To achieve its goals, the Club called for propaganda through 

“private discussions, public meetings, correspondence with American and European 

Communists, [and] the circulation of suitable magazines and books.”197 The Communist Club 

organized alongside American workers to demonstrate against unemployment.198  

As the crisis escalated, Germans in New York’s Little Germany were increasingly brought 

into the fold of the Democratic Party, against the efforts of republican 1848ers.199 Both German 
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and American workers assembled at a mass meeting on November 2nd, 1857 at Tomkins Square 

Park, in the middle of the Tenth Ward.200 The speeches were steeped in racism. Three of the 

speakers, James T. McGuire, Charles Smith, and George Noll, argued that workingmen of the 

North were treated more poorly than the enslaved in the South. Smith argued that black citizens 

of New York had more resources than whites. All three praised Fernando Wood.201 The meeting 

resulted in a petition calling for public works project, including Central Park, signed by the three 

men.202 New York’s incumbent mayor, the Tammany Hall-backed Fernando Wood, was running 

for reelection and enacted a public works program in New York City, which included the 

building of Central Park. Wood was hardly a disinterested party in the park’s construction, 

standing to profit immensely on real estate that he owned in the Upper West Side.203 Smith and 

McGuire met with Wood to obtain concessions. Wood distanced himself from the promise to 

offer work at Central Park, saying that it was not within his authority to do so, but offered 

assurances that the Chief Engineer would provide workers with work. He urged McGuire and 

Smith to appease the workers.204 

However friendly Wood may have been perceived to working-class interests, by the end 

of November, the tides had turned. Responding to increased unrest by workers “threaten[ing] to 

loot government depositories,” Wood called upon the police to defend City Hall, losing much of 

his standing among workmen—and with Tammany Hall.205 By December, German and 
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American workers founded the General Workingmen’s Association, which held its first Congress 

on January 16th 1858.206 McGuire and Smith, who had met with Wood earlier, were the 

American members of the executive committee, alongside two Germans, one of whom was a 

member of the Communist Club.207 The Germans had 2500 registered members. The English-

speaking delegates were designated on an interim basis, promising to organize three wards. The 

association contacted different organizations and individuals in Philadelphia, in Houston, 

Cincinnati, Wheeling, Newark, primarily Germans.208 The group distanced themselves from 

“Old Tammany” as well as other political parties. The Communist Club and the Workers’ 

League were courted by Wilhelm Benque, who took over the editorial position in Der Arbeiter, 

the League’s newspaper.209 A close associate of Tammany Hall, he defended the institution of 

slavery.210 The League’s constitution shirked the topic of slavery entirely.211 At a meeting of the 

Communist Club, Benque denounced Marx as bourgeois, claimed himself to be a true 

communist. 212The Communist Club strongly rejected the pro-slavery stances of Der Arbeiter 

and the pro-slavery faction within the Worker’s League.213 Differences over the League’s 

Constitution and the institution of slavery led to a fracture within the German-speaking wing of 

the Worker’s League in February of 1858.214  
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Prior to the crisis, in August 1856, an organization that resembled the later International 

Workingmen’s Association was formed in London, under the name International Association. 

More than sharing a similar name, the two organizations had members in common. Many 

members of the Association went on to join the International after the war.215  Their 

Constitutions also shared an identical clause, which provided for assistance for members of the 

organization that sought to relocate from one country to another. Like the International 

Workingmen’s Association, the International Association was also founded in St-Martin’s 

Hall.216 The International Association grew out of an International Committee organized in 1855 

at the instigation of French socialists and English radicals attempting to revive the Chartist 

movement.217 The Committee sought to bring together five representatives from each nation.  It 

was moderately successful, attracting regular participation from its Polish, French, German, and 

English committees, though struggled to build a presence in Russia, Hungary, and Spain. In 

1856, the Committee, dissatisfied with its small numbers, founded an association with the 

explicit goal of attracting a broader membership.218 Its rules and regulations closely resemble the 

structure of the International, with a Central Committee representing five nationalities, as well as 

local assemblies that are then split into smaller, ten-member groups, named decurions. Its rules 
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and bulletin were published in English, French, German, and Polish. Much like the Society of the 

Universal Republic, the International Association drew its membership mostly from 

revolutionary émigrés and organized mass meetings to commemorate revolutionary dates. Unlike 

the International Workingmen’s Association, however, the International Association was not 

primarily concerned with organizing labor. The tone of the International Association’s early 

writings is distinctly republican, echoing French revolutionary slogans by opposing monarchy 

and tyranny in all its forms. The International Association also defined internationalism: they 

argued that there was “no possible solution, with regards to the equality of conditions between 

Peoples, to the problem of international relations, as long as the solution to the social problem of 

the equality of conditions between men has not been found.”219 A few weeks before the outbreak 

of the financial crisis, the Central Committee of the International Association in London had 

contacted a committee in New York to advise them of the importance of a proletarian 

revolution.220 

The International Association formed a branch in the United States following an attempt on 

the French emperor’s life. On May 23rd, 1858, a mass demonstration assembled to celebrate the 

would-be assassin, Felice Orsini. A crowd of more than three thousand people marched on the 

Bowery in New York City, and about ten thousand to hear the speeches in the park near City 

Hall. John Allen, a veteran of communal experiments, outlined the principles of the universal 

republic in a lengthy speech.221 He announced that “as cosmopolitan revolutionists, we declare 

our devotion to the great cause of liberty and justice wherever this battle against despotism is 
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fought.” This movement would “recognize no predilections for nationality or race, for caste or 

condition, for complexion or sex.” This clause is significant because it explicitly referred to race, 

while the statutes of the Association in Europe only specified that sex would not be a bar to 

joining the organization. By specifying that members of any race or caste were welcome to join, 

the United States branch signaled its rejection of racism and its links with the abolitionist 

movements and the American Worker’s League of 1854. Indeed, Garrison had written a letter in 

favor of the Association.  The Orsini Committee then invited European revolutionaries to 

organize a branch of the International Association in the United States. At a meeting three days 

later the principles of the London-based organization were read and endorsed by the group.222 

The committee met at the Steubenhaus, a populat German Hall on the Bowery, which reportedly 

had in its windows two transparencies, including a dedication to Orsini and other Italian martyrs 

alongside a picture of a white man, a black man, and a Native American man holding hands 

under the motto “The Universal Republic.”223  

That Spring, the New York Communist Club wrote to the International Association in 

Europe, asking what they thought should be done after a revolution.224 The Association 

answered. They rejected a model of revolution that would only be concerned with getting rid of 

the monarchy, arguing a successful revolution would abolish private property and therefore the 

existence of the proletariat as a class would also cease.225 They answered that the “our future 
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state cannot be finally established either by bloodshed alone or by the infinitely long path of 

development, but only by the interaction of both.” The letter sharply decried the concept of free 

labor. The authors argued that wage laborers were also enslaved, saying that “we are proletarians 

whose existence depends on labor, which does not belong to them, but to him who buys it in 

order to sell it again.”226  

The Communist Club formally joined the International Association on June 13th, 1858.227 

Albrecht Komp, the chairman of the Club, became the “secretary of the American Central 

Committee of International Association.”228 According to Hermann Schlüter, the Communist 

Club was a principled organization which disciplined members for lack of adherence to their 

positions, notably on the question of the abolition of slavery.229 In 1858, their Constitution 

echoed International Association’s principles by stating that they “recognize[d] no distinction as 

to nationality or race, caste o[r] status, color or sex,” and that their aimed for “the reconciliation 

of all human interests, freedom and happiness for mankind, and the realization and unification of 

a world republic.”230 

The International Association’s growth in the United States came to outpace its 

counterpart in Europe. On June 24th, the Central Committee of the International Association in 

Europe wrote a manifesto that cited the enormous upsurge that the organization experienced in 

the United States, which it contrasted to its relative stagnation in England. The statement asked 
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rhetorically: “Are there in England no Nativists, no Now Nothings [sic], no Slaveholders?”231 It 

invoked the need for a universal, social, and democratic republic that would ensure the rights of 

all. They added that they were at war against the French Empire, and that wherever rights could 

be gained through “normal action,” they were pacifist reformers; but they when these rights 

required violence to be gained, they were revolutionaries. They finished the statement by citing 

Garrison’s letter and the resolution adopted in the Communist Club’s Constitution cited above.232 

This letter implies that the Association’s organizational basis in the United States was at the very 

least tied to its anti-slavery and pro-immigrant politics. The American International Association 

also came to influence the organization’s ideas in Europe. The Association in both countries 

increasingly espoused the language of the confrontation between labor and capital.233 By 1858, 

the New York Herald began reporting on the Association as a violent organization.234  

Through the late 1850s, a faction of the International Association sought to distance 

themselves from the French Republican tradition of 1848, claiming that the failure of the 

attempted revolution was to seek cooperation between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie.235 In 

December 1858, the International Association in Europe formalized that position by denouncing 

Giuseppe Mazzini, whom they had previously cited favorably.236 Mazzini, a leading figure in 

Young Italy, called upon revolutionaries to ally themselves with the bourgeoisie in the struggle 

for Italian unification. In response, the Association wrote that the “working classes understand 

very well that it is not enough that a nation has a republican form of government for the people 

 
231 Lehning, International Association, 85. 
232 Central Committee of the International Association, “Manifeste du Comité Central,“ Lehning, International 

Association, 83-85. 
233 Theodore Rothstein, “Auf der Vorgeschichte der Internationale,” in Ergänzungs zur Neuen Zeit, Die Neue Zeit 

(Stuttgart), no. 17, October 31st, (1913): 41. 
234 “The News” and “Anniversary of the French Revolution of 1792, ” New York Herald Tribune, September 23rd, 

1858.  
235 Lehning, International Association, 46. 
236 International Association, Rapport Annuel du Comité International, 67.  



114 

 

to be free.”237  The Association declared that any enemy of socialism was an enemy of the 

working people. They argued that the bourgeoisie only wanted the proletariat’s allegiance in 

order to use workers to fight wars for them. They asked of Mazzini, who had denied their 

principles of international solidarity as unfeasible, “Why shouldn’t the proletariat of all nations 

unite in order to guarantee the fruit of its labor against all sorts of exploitation?”238 

The International Association underwent a split over the structure of the organization in 

London, where a faction of the Association wanted to build a leaderless structure. This group 

published a new constitution, the goals of which included the abolition of all privileges and 

authority, as well as the emancipation of the proletariat.239 In Europe, members of the 

Association voted to dissolve the committee at the beginning of January 1859 as a result of a 

movement within the Association to displace its leadership and to rebuild it in an anti-

authoritarian structure.240 In response to the reconfiguration of the organization, the Polish 

Revolutionary Commune wrote a long letter quitting the International Association, though they 

in touch with the American branch.241 They alleged that a small number of individuals had 

secretly planned the destruction of the organization. The Polish Commune, along with other 

defectors from the Association, attempted to reconstitute the group on the basis of their old 

constitution.242 Neither organization survived the split, and the Association largely faded from 

record by the end of 1859. 
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This split had reverberations in the United States. At the 1858 anniversary of the French 

revolution in New York, a controversy broke out over whether the Association needed a 

President. This incident shows the growth of anarchist tendencies within the International 

Association, who wanted to adopt a more horizontal structure.243 By 1859, the organization was 

stirred by a “Central Socialist Committee,” had no president, and a secretary had to be voted in at 

every meeting, much like in the new constitution that cause a split in the European branch of the 

Association. The organization’s numbers in the United States dwindled, and only French and 

German socialists were in attendance. French political refugees had been granted amnesty and 

many returned to France. 244 In their commemorative meeting of the French revolution of that 

year, Gustave Dime said that “all men, of whatever color they may be, and to whatever country 

they may belong, are brethren.”245 Déjacque, who gave a firmly socialist speech, called for the 

abolition of marriage.  

 

IV. 

The history of immigrant internationalism in New York shows how the struggle over the 

future of slavery in the Republic, rather than a secondary concern, was central to the politics of 

working-class internationalism in the antebellum period. The shift in economic and political 

analysis among radicals set the stage for the foundation of the International in the United States.  

At the beginning of the 1850s, the National Reform Association and German radicals coalesced 

around agrarian reform. The political trajectories of land reformers, however, show that the 

movement was fractured and vulnerable to courting by the Democratic Party. While members of 

 
243 “Celebration of the French Revolution of February, 1848,” in February 25th, 1858, New York Herald, Morning 

Edition; Der Deutsche correspondent, Baltimore, June 29, 1858. 
244 “Great Socialist Meeting,” New York Herald, September 23, 1859, 
245 “Celebration of the French Revolution of 1848,” New York Herald, February 25th, 1859.  



116 

 

the NRA and abolitionists swayed the platform of the Free-Soil Party in 1852, they failed to 

translate their success into an electoral win. As earlier land reform organizations began to 

dwindle by the middle of the decade, the Kansas-Nebraska Act linked the question of land 

reform and slavery.  

Meanwhile, political refugees filtered into New York from the 1848 revolutions in Europe 

and formed the Society of the Universal Republic, which advocated for the United States to shift 

its foreign policy to crush monarchies. However, as the organization forged links with nationalist 

movements, particularly around the annexation of Cuba, radical republicans increasingly 

confronted the politics of slavery. Rejecting compromise with slaveholders, they reformulated 

their politics around the united interests of the working class across borders. After the Society’s 

attempt at the creation of a Universal Republic foundered, the financial crisis of 1857 led to a 

resurgence of working-class organization in the face of mass unemployment. The International 

Association and the Communist Club were representative of this ideological shift towards labor 

internationalism, which would take on new meaning as the country was engulfed in war.  

 

*** 

While the immediate antebellum period had moved members of the Society of the 

Universal Republic and the International Association into a new working-class politics, the war 

renewed its members’ commitment to republican liberty. The future members of the 

International had forged links with abolitionists through the 1850s. The war forced the question 

of the abolition of slavery in concrete terms. What follows is a brief account of the activities of 
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the Communist Club during the Civil War, and the connections that they forged with future 

members of the International. 

Future members of the International were involved in an expedition to rescue the raiders 

at Harper’s Ferry, and possibly John Brown himself.  The most prominent of these members was 

Richard Josiah Hinton, an English immigrant, who later headed Section 23 in Washington D.C. 

Hinton had moved to Leavensworth, Kansas, in 1855 as part of the free state movement and had 

taken an active part in the Underground Railroad. Hinton had been informed about the plan to 

raid Harper’s Ferry in the summer of 1858.246 However, he was stranded on the road to Harper’s 

Ferry on the day of the raid.247  

It was the events that followed the raid that led Hinton to meet members of New York’s 

Communist Club, or at the very least part of their entourage. In October 1859, Hinton allegedly 

hatched a plan to rescue John Brown from jail. He envisioned an expedition of around a hundred 

men to the jail in Charlestown, Virginia, where John Brown was held. The men would seize the 

jail by force. Despite enthusiasm at the plan, in the end, better sense prevailed. A smaller group 

of around twenty men assembled in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania to conduct regular scouting 

expeditions. This group selected a young man, George H. Hoyt, to visit Brown in jail. He was 

chosen for this role on account of his thin frame and youthful appearance, which was judged less 

likely arouse suspicions. When Hoyt spoke to Brown, however, the rescue plan was shot down.  

Brown provided two reasons to oppose the plan: first, the escape would be dangerous and would 

entail the unnecessary loss of human life, including that of his jailer. Brown believed that “he 
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was in honor bound both to his keeper and to his friends outside to prevent further bloodshed.”248 

Second, Brown believed that he could do more for the cause of abolition in death than in life.  

A month later, a man was arrested for apparent public intoxication in Charlestown. He 

was led to jail, where he spent the night. Sobering up, the man told jokes and sang songs, leading 

the jailers to let down their guard. The man was not in fact a “jolly, devil-may-care Irish 

laborer,” but abolitionist Silas Soule. Soule used the moment of relative calm to inform the 

prisoners, Aaron Dwight Stevens and Albert Hazlett that a group of men were prepared to lead 

an excursion from Harrisburg through the Southern Pennsylvania mountains to bust the men out 

of jail. Both Stevens and Hazlett had participated in John Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry. 

Having been caught later than the others, Stevens and Hazlett’s trial date was scheduled for 

February, giving the men who had organized to break John Brown out of jail now a longer 

window in which to plan their rescue.249 Much like John Brown before them, Hazlett and 

Stevens refused to be rescued. 

Accounts vary, but it seems that Hinton recruited revolutionary Germans for the mission. 

In his memory of the plan to rescue Hazlett and Stevens, Hinton met Friedrich Kapp in New 

York through Adolph Douai.250 He was also introduced to another 1848er, Germain Metternich, 

who assembled troops to participate in the raid. Metternich had participated in the Communist 

 
248 This account is based on historian O.E. Morse’s presentation at the Kansas Historical Society in 1903. Morse 

collected a number of letters, republished by the historical society, that suggest that Hinton organized to rescue not 

only Hazlett and Stevens, which is treated later in the text, but John Brown himself. Acknowledging the rumors, 

Hinton however denied that he had tried to rescue Brown.  O.E. Morse, “An Attempted Rescue of John Brown from 

Charlestown, Va. Jail” Transactions of the Kansas Historical Society, 1903-1904, ed. by George W. Martin, 

(Topeka: Geo. A. Clark, 1904), 219; Hinton, John Brown and his Men, 515. 
249 Hazlett had protected the arsenal alongside Shields Green and Osborne P. Anderson. Hinton, John Brown and his 

Men, 515. 
250 On February 15th, 1860 Thomas Wentworth Higginson wrote to LeBarnes to go to New York, and urged him to 

get in touch with a number of “Teutons” from New York. Once LeBarnes would arrive in New York, he would 

receive communications through Dr. Kapp. LeBarnes was the connection between Hinton and Douai. Hinton, John 

Brown and his Men, 525. 



119 

 

League in Mainz and had fought under Franz Sigel’s lead before arriving to New York. He made 

arrangements for weapons and supplies for the mission.251 Hinton recounts that five to six 

German revolutionaries joined the rescue party at Harrisburg, likely from New York’s 

Communist Club.252  Kapp wrote an article describing John Brown’s death as the first political 

execution in the United States.253 

On May 16th to 18th, 1860, Kapp and Douai attended the Republican Convention as 

observers. They pushed the delegates to take a bolder stand against slavery and the Know-

Nothing Party. Their goal was to win over moderate Germans to their position, including Carl 

Schurz. To do so, they issued their demands as “the conditions under which the Germans would 

support the ticket,” and deliberately did not endorse a presidential candidate. Douai later noted, 

however, that he and Kapp would have preferred a more staunchly anti-slavery candidate for 

vice president than Hannibal Hamlin. 254 

On April 12th, 1861, the Confederacy bombarded Fort Sumter, beginning the American 

Civil War. Along with his comrades in the Communist Club, Joseph Weydemeyer, who had 

moved back to New York a year earlier, realized that the border states would be a key theater of 

the war.255 Weydemeyer was provided with an opportunity to serve in Missouri. After being 

appointed Major-General of the Union army, John C. Frémont returned to the United States from 
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Paris in June 1861.256He briefly stopped by New York to recruit for his army, actively seeking 

out 1848ers.257 In July 1861, Germain Metternich, who Hinton had contacted for the rescue 

mission, was recruiting for the 46th Infantry Regiment, nicknamed the Frémont Rifle regiment.258 

Not all the members of the Communist Club went to Missouri, however. Fritz Jacobi, the 

Secretary of the Communist Club, mustered in the 7th Regiment of New York Foot Volunteers, 

nicknamed the Steuben Guard, who fought in Virginia.259 Almost all of the soldiers from the 

Guard were veterans of the 1848 revolutions.260 

In an article for the New York Tribune on October 11th, 1861, Marx critiqued British 

newspapers for not taking the side of the Union. Journalists from The Economist, The Saturday 

Review, and The Examiner wrote that the conflict was not being fought over slavery. While 

conceding that Lincoln’s administration had not taken up the abolitionist banner, he argued that 

the South had started the war. “If the North professed to fight but for the Union,” he wrote, “the 

South gloried in rebellion for the supremacy of Slavery.” As the war progressed, Marx also 

registered the importance of the border states. He wrote that in these states, both free labor and 

slavery co-existed, becoming therefore “the actual field of battle between South and North, 

between slavery and freedom” He made the argument that the South was not “a country at all, 

but a battle slogan.” By this, he meant that the Confederacy did not “represent a territory closely 

sealed off from the North geographically, nor a moral unity.”261  
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As Frémont was made commander of the Department of the West, Weydemeyer joined as 

one of his aides. Frémont declared martial law in the state to counter the advance of a force of 

10,000 Confederates, and on August 30th, 1861, Frémont issued a decree that would grant 

freedom to slaves in Missouri.262 Lincoln feared that the decree was alienating support from 

white volunteers in Kentucky. Frémont was overruled by Lincoln, who judged that he had 

stretched his authority from military to political. 

Gustave Paul Cluseret, who also played a role in the history of the International, also 

served under Frémont. Cluseret, who has been described as "a Frenchman always in search of 

revolution,” had fought in Garibaldi’s army before joining the Union army.263 In Missouri, he 

made the rank of General. Dissent among his troops over his tyrannical behavior, however, led 

him to resign from his post. 264 

On October 22nd, 1861, Lincoln dismissed Frémont from his post. After Frémont’s troops 

were disbanded, Weydemeyer was made Lieutenant Colonel. Sorge, Kamm, and Kapp were 

among a group of New York City German radicals that did not take well to the news of 

Frémont’s dismissal. They put out a statement criticizing the decision as “the arbitratry decision 

of a weak administration,” pointing out that Frémont had “wish[ed] to uproot by war the cause of 

the war.”265 Moreover, Frémont had been criticized for organizing foreigners, particularly 

Germans, to fight the war. They organized a reception for his arrival in the city.   
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 Members of the Communist Club joined other radical Germans in organizing for 

emancipation during the Civil War. The General Assembly of the German Associations had a 

series of meetings, culminating in a declaration on March 20th, 1862, in which they named 

slavery as the biggest threat to republican liberty and called for its immediate legal abolition. 

They called upon Confederates to “be made to pay the price of abolition. They appealed to 

Germans as republicans “not by birth, but by choice.” The statement called for the fulfillment of 

the “true Monroe Doctrine,” which was “to support the republican idea wherever and whenever 

it seeks to be recognized.”266 

Richard Josiah Hinton, in the meantime, contributed to enlisting African American troops 

in the war effort. In 1862, he recruited for the First Kansas Colored Infantry Regime, of which he 

became the First Lieutenant. He eventually made captain of a company in the Second Kansas 

Colored by the next year.267 

In October 1863, members of the Communist Club met again at a convention of Radical 

Germans in Cleveland, Ohio. The convention drew around seventy participants, drawing 

predominantly from the border states. Kapp and Sorge were in attendance.268 They issued a 

platform that called upon the government to enact immediate emancipation and demanded the 

“unconditional subjugation of the rebellion.”269 They also called for the allocation for 

homesteads for all regardless of color or condition of servitude.  One of the more controversial 
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parts of the platform urged the United States to encourage and foster revolutions in Europe as a 

means of defense against potential European intervention in American affairs. Kapp had in fact 

voted against it, whereas another faction led by Heinzen supported it. 

The 1864 election brought the radical coalition to the fore.270 In an effort to attract pro-

war Democrats, Lincoln ran for the newly formed National Unity Party, which Andrew Johnson 

as running mate. Radical Republicans, who dissented from Lincoln’s more moderated views on 

racial equality, had created the Radical Democracy party, and nominated Frémont as a candidate. 

Both Lincoln and Frémont were pitted against Democratic candidate George McClellan.  

   Along with Frémont in 1864, Cluseret founded a newspaper entitled The New Nation.271 

Among the newspapers’ contributors was Claude Pelletier, who played a leading role in the 

North American branch of the International after the war. Pelletier was a typographer and a 

French 1848er who was exiled, first in London, and then in New York, where he joined the 

International Association.272 It was through Claude Pelletier’s influence that Cluseret converted 

to socialism.273 Pelletier was a typographer and a French 1848er who was exiled, first in London, 
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and then in New York, where he joined the International Association.274 Cluseret’s venture with 

Frémont, however, ended bitterly with a lawsuit.275 

A group of radical Germans from Missouri, including Weydemeyer, eventually urged 

Frémont to step down, as the possibility of a McClellan victory loomed.276 The participation of 

many members of the Communist Club, later of the International, in the Frémont campaign 

shows that they were amenable to pressuring the Republican Party leftwards during the war. It 

also demonstrates how central the abolition of slavery was to their politics.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Workers of the World Unite: The Establishment of the International Workingmen’s Association 

in the United States, 1865-1870 

 

On November 29th, 1864, Marx wrote to Joseph Weydemeyer. It was the first time that 

he had heard from him since the war started. Marx sent along four copies of the Address that he 

had written for the recently founded International Workingmen’s Association. He explained to 

Weydemeyer that behind the organization were “the same people […] who, by that monster 

meeting in St James’s Hall (under [John] Bright’s chairmanship), prevented Palmerston from 

declaring war on the United States.”1  

The Provisional Rules of the International stated that “the economical emancipation of 

the working classes is [...] the great end to which every political movement ought to subordinate 

as a means.”2 Perhaps no clause in the Rules caused more confusion among the International’s 

members: what did it mean for a political movement to subordinate itself to economic 

emancipation? What relationship should the working classes have with national and international 

politics, and how should they organize themselves? From the very beginning, the International 

dedicated itself to working out, through labor and political organizing, what this clause meant.  

This chapter begins with the attempts of the International in Europe to recruit in the 

United States and ends with the formation of the first sections of the American branch through 

the campaign against the Franco-Prussian war. In the United States, the groups that formed the 

first sections of the International can broadly be divided into trade unions, political 
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organizations, and social reform associations.3 I argue that while the International initially 

attempted to contact the American labor movement through the National Labor Union, they were 

more successful in recruiting political radicals and social reformers after the outbreak of the 

Franco-Prussian War. Just as the National Labor Union was dwindling, members of the 

Communist Club worked alongside French republicans to establish the first sections of the 

International.4 Their emphasis on foreign policy brought the New Democracy, an ideologically 

heterogenous group of social reformers and land radicals, within their orbit.   

First, the chapter covers the foundation of the International in Europe. I focus on the 

International’s political analysis of labor in the United States, particularly with regards to the 

American Civil War and its aftermath. The second part focuses on the General Council’s 

attempts to contact Americans to start a branch in the United States, which culminated in a 

stronger relationship with the National Labor Union.  

The third part concerns the evolving relationship between the National Labor Union and 

the International. The crosspollination between the two organizations led to conflict over their 

respective political goals. While the International was enthusiastic about the NLU’s demand for 

the eight-hour day, the NLU viewed the International as an organization through which 

immigration could be managed and labor competition diminished. By the end of 1869, a group of 

German trade unionists and communists finally established a branch in the United States.  
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In the fourth section, I outline the rise of the Colored National Labor Union, which 

formed in reaction to the NLU’s lack of enforcement of racial equality within its ranks. I look at 

the foundation of the New Democracy and the Union républicaine de la langue française, two 

organizations that eventually formed sections of the International alongside the New York 

German section. The Union républicaine de la langue française grew out of the Society of the 

Universal Republic and sought to bring French-speaking republicans within one organization. 

The New Democracy brought veterans of the National Reform Association into a municipal 

movement that would tackle a broad range of social ills, from exorbitant rent to poor sanitation. 

The fifth part covers the first year of activity of the International in the United States and the 

formation of these first sections. The union of the German, Czech, and French sections was 

pivotal in propulsing the International to the national stage through its campaign against the 

Franco-Prussian War.5  The chapter closes with the formation of the Central Council of the North 

American branch of the International. 

 

I. 

The International Workingmen’s Association was founded in St. Martin’s Hall in London on 

September 28th, 1864, with the goal of creating a “fraternal bond of union between different 

countries.”6 The impetus for the formation of the Association stemmed from French and English 

workers who met at the International Exhibition of 1862, and subsequent workers’ meetings 

commemorating the Polish struggle in 1864.7 At the St. Martin’s Hall meeting, a Provisional 

 
5 Perrier, “L'Union républicaine de langue française et les sections françaises,” 297-332. 
6 Documents of the First International, vol. 1, 11, 288. 
7 Stekloff describes the factors that led different nationalities to found the International: in Britain, the growth of 

trade unionism, the formation of trade councils of the 1860s, and the revival of internationalism among British 

workers, particularly with regards to the American Civil War; in France, widespread opposition to Napoleon III, the 

rise of workers’ candidates running for office, and the Manifesto of the Sixty of 1864, which made demands for 
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Council was elected, which was composed of about forty people representing different 

nationalities. This group led to the formation of a Central Council, later known as the General 

Council. Situated in London, the Council brought together representatives of different countries’ 

associations.8  Its first meetings gathered British, German, Polish, French, and Italian workers 

and intellectuals.9 Early on, the Council established a structure for the organization. First, they 

appointed corresponding secretaries for the various nationalities represented in the 

International.10 They also discussed the admission of organized bodies to the organization: 

admitted groups had the power to send a representative to the Central Council, which would then 

be subjected to approval by that body.11  

 At its first meeting, the Council delegated the drafting of the principles to a Sub-

Committee.12  Marx, who had been absent from this meeting, received a letter from Johann 

Eccarius, a German tailor and member of the General Council, explaining the “absolute necessity 

of [his] being present at the next Sub-Committee meeting”13  Marx wrote to Engels that the draft 

of the Address was “a fearfully cliché-ridden, badly written and totally unpolished preamble 

pretending to be a declaration of principles, with Mazzini showing through the whole thing from 

 
labor reforms; in German, the growth of two competing workers’ organizations, the General German Workers’ 

Association (ADAV) led by Lasalle, and the League of German Workers’ Union led by Bebel and Liebknecht. 

Stekloff, First International, 32-45. 
8 The Central Council of the International became known as the “General Council” over time, as the secretaries 

came to represent national branches of the International. The title was formalized following the Geneva Congress of 

September 1866. The Council also initially had a President, a role abolished by Marx’s proposal in 1867. Documents 

of the First International, vol. 1, 374n1, 374n6; Documents of the First International, vol. 2, 19, 94, 111. 333n1; 

Stekloff, First International, 46. 
9 Woodford McClellan, Revolutionary Exiles: The Russians in the First International and the Paris Commune 

(London: Routledge, 1979): 6. 
10 Documents of the First International, vol. 1, 36. 
11 This policy was adopted at Marx’s suggestion. Documents of the First International, vol. 1, 47, 49. 
12 Documents of the First International, vol.1, 37. 
13 Marx was at first reluctant to get involved with the International. It took two successive invitations from Victor Le 

Lubez and William Randall Cremer for Marx to consider attending the initial meeting. He recommended Johann 

Georg Eccarius for the task and attended in a non-speaking role. Sven-Eric Liedman, A World to Win: The Life and 

Works of Karl Marx (New York: Verso Books, 2018), 532-533.  Documents of the First International, vol. 1, 375-

376n10. 
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beneath a crust of the most insubstantial scraps of French socialism.”14 Marx answered that he 

was “absolutely determined that not one single line of the stuff should be allowed to stand if [he] 

could help it.”15 He drafted the Inaugural Address of the International as a conciliatory 

document, accommodating many political tendencies.16 Marx’s text was accepted against other 

efforts, including drafts that drew from Mazzinian, Chartist, and Proudhonian influences.17  

Marx also wrote the Association’s rules, which outlined the objective of centralizing the 

working-class movements of every country into one organization. The rules promoted the 

formation of central organizations that would represent national labor movements in order to 

prevent fragmentation. Historian Yuri Stekloff outlined that at that point, the “primary task of the 

General Council [...] was to safeguard the proletarian character of the International against the 

encroachments of bourgeois politicians who sought to use the upsurge in the working-class 

movement to their own ends.”18  For example, there were attempts to merge the International 

with the Universal League for the Welfare of the Industrial Classes, which were eventually 

rejected.19   

Written in 1864, Marx’s Inaugural Address describes the deepening antagonism between 

labor and capital. It begins by detailing the immense progress in machinery and national wealth 

in Britain. Then, it lays out the concurrent increase in misery, starvation, and death faced by the 

working classes of England, Scotland, and Ireland, citing the effects of the cotton famine on the 

textile workers of Lancashire and Cheshire.20 The Address then covers the aftermath of the 1848 

 
14 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Collected Works, vol. 42 (New York: International Publishers, 1983), 17.  
15 Marx and Engels, Collected Works, vol. 42, 11-19. 
16 Liedman, A World to Win, 535-540; Marx and Engels, Collected Works, vol. 42,17. 
17 Stekloff, History of the First International, 46.  
18 Documents of the First International, vol. 1, 14. 
19 Ibid., 15. 
20 Ibid., 278-279. 
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revolutions, which were defeated on the Continent through Britain’s help.  In response, “the most 

advanced sons of labour fled in despair to the Transatlantic Republic.”21  

The Address cited the twin successes of the ten-hour-day law in Britain and the growth of 

the cooperative movement. Marx wrote that despite middle-class premonitions that the restriction 

of working hours would kill industry, industry had in fact thrived. Stekloff wrote that the Ten 

Hours Bill’s significance in Britain lay in that “it was the first time that in broad daylight the 

political economy of the middle class succumbed to the political economy of the working 

class.”22 While the address cites cooperatives as a positive development, it warns that their 

establishment alone would not lead to an overthrow of the capitalist mode of production. The 

Address calls for the working classes’ conquest of political power, citing the establishment of 

European workingmen’s parties.  

The International also pronounced itself on international struggles, particularly the crisis in 

Poland and the American Civil War.23 The Address mentioned the resistance of the English 

working classes to the Western European governments’ attempts at supporting “an infamous 

crusade for the perpetuation and propagation of slavery on the other side of the Atlantic.”24 

Marx’s Address likely drew from a letter that a group of workers from Manchester wrote to 

Lincoln on December 31st, 1862, urging him to abolish slavery entirely.25  

The British labor movement was far from uniform in its stance on the American Civil War. 

While old Chartists such as Ernest Jones and Julian Harney supported the Union, the British 

 
21 Ibid., 283. 
22 Stekloff, First International, 47. 
23 The crisis in Poland “taught the working classes the duty to master themselves the mysteries of international 

politics.” Documents of the First International, vol. 1, 287. 
24According to Hermann Schlüter, the General Council of the International in 1864 instigated mass working-class 

meetings to support the Union cause in Britain. Documents of the First International, vol. 1, 287. Royden Harrison, 

“British Labor and American Slavery,” Science & Society 25, no. 4 (1961): 291–319.  
25“Address of the Working-Men of Manchester, England, to President Abraham Lincoln,” December 31, 1862, 

published in the Manchester Guardian, January 1, 1863. 
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labor press was at best inconsistent and at worst hostile to the cause.26 These opinions on the war 

were reflected within the membership of the International. J.B. Leno, a British shoemaker and 

former Chartist, had previously expressed pro-Confederate views.27 The Bee-Hive, which later 

became the International’s official publication, also at times aired pro-Confederate documents in 

the early years of the war, going as far as advocating for Britain’s right to disregard the North’s 

maritime blockade on the South.28  

The International, however, was staunch in its position that slavery had “defiled the 

republic.”29 At a meeting on November 22nd 1864, the General Council moved to send a letter to 

congratulate Abraham Lincoln on the abolition of slavery.30  The letter, which has generally been 

attributed to Marx, underscored how the abolition of slavery was necessary before any attempt at 

the emancipation of the American working class. The Communist Club in New York, however, 

remained unmoved by the address: they viewed Lincoln as too soft on the slavery question.31 

The Union’s victory in the American Civil War was repeatedly invoked in the earliest days 

of the International Workingmen’s Association. On September 28th 1865, the General Council 

held a soirée to celebrate the foundation of the International. One of its main stated purposes was 

“to congratulate the people of America on the abolition of slavery, and the triumph of the 

Republic.”32 The hall was decked with “flags of the different nationalities, the place of honour 

 
26 Harrison, “British Labor and American Slavery,” 311. 
27 Royden Harrison surveyed the British labor process during the American Civil War, concluding that “it is a 

problem to find a single influential working-class paper which consistently favored Lincoln and opposed British 

intervention. “Royden Harrison, “British Labor and American Slavery,” Science & Society,  Vol. 25, No. 4 

(December 1961): 296. 
28 The editor, R. Hartwell was present at the Provisional Council’s first meeting. Documents of the First 

International, vol. 1, 48; 372n1; Harrison, “British Labor and American Slavery,” 297, 299. 
29 The letter however did not note that the measure had not granted enslaved people their freedom in all of the 

United States— including the men and women who were enslaved and remained within the Union borders. 
30 Schlüter, Die Internationale in Amerika, 41. 
31 Ibid., 44.  
32 Documents of the First International, vol. 1, 307. 
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being assigned to the Stars and Stripes of America.”33 Cremer introduced an appeal that was 

written to the working people of America. He was optimistic about the inroads that the 

organization was making, mentioning that the Association had “many friends” in the United 

States.34  

The International held its First General Congress in Geneva from September 3rd to 8th, 1866. 

The Congress adopted resolutions on cooperative labor and the role of trade unions.35 

Significantly, the Congress endorsed the eight-hour day, a movement whose growth it attributed 

to the United States. Members of the Congress urged workers in the United States to document 

working conditions. They described a worker’s inquiry process that would assemble valuable 

information on labor conditions, and then be reported to the General Council for collation into a 

report on the conditions of the working classes of the world. One of the Congress’ primary 

concerns was the “misuse” of the “workman of one country as a tool against the workman of 

another,” particularly in cases of lockouts and strike.36 The International, therefore, organized 

workers on an international scale to prevent labor competition in domestic markets. It is this goal 

that would eventually lead the more conservative parts of the American and British labor 

movement to understand the International as having a role in restricting immigration.  

The International’s early efforts to contact the United States show both the organizational 

principles and the transatlantic radical networks that the organization drew upon. Cesare Orsini, 

the brother of would-be assassin Felice, was entrusted with the task of recruiting the first 

members of the International in the United States. He reported to the General Council that 

 
33 Documents of the First International, vol. 1, 430f287. 
34 Ibid., 431. 
35 The International Working Men’s Association, Resolutions of the Congress of Geneva, 1866, and the Congress of 

Brussells, 1868, (London: Westminster Printing Company, n.d.), 7-9. 
36 Ibid., 3. 
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Wendell Phillips, Horace Greeley, and Charles Sumner had joined the organization, with Phillips 

promising to give public speeches on its principles.37 He had also allegedly won over the Irish 

revolutionary James Stephens to the cause.38 Since there are no further records of them in the 

documents of the International, it is unlikely that Orsini convinced these men to join. This first 

attempt at recruiting in the United States shows how circles of European revolutionaries drew on 

their links with the revolutionary exile community and the abolitionist movement after the end of 

the Civil War.39 In the meantime, Peter André Fox, a founding member of the International and 

the corresponding secretary for the United States, attempted to contact the National Labor Union 

and labor newspapers in the United States.  In March 1867, he sent a letter to the Secretary of the 

NLU explaining how the General Council was eager to have closer ties with the executive 

committee of the National Labor Union.40  

In 1867, the General Council recruited two members of the French section of the 

International in London, George Drury and H. Isard, to travel to the United States to establish 

contacts there.41 George Drury, who later changed his name to Victor, was a carpenter who had 

 
37 The International had in fact read a declaration by European refugees in favor of Stephens and the Irish 

Republican Cause in 1866. Documents of the First International, vol. 2, 50. 
38 Howell notebooks, December 4th, 1866. Bishopsgate Institute.  
39 Orsini did, however, speak to Italian nationalist and revolutionary Giuseppe Mazzini for several hours about the 
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these socialists, but never received an answer. Historian Samuel Bernstein had speculated that Orsini had contacted 

Claude Pelletier and Gustave Paul Cluseret. Orsini formed a Committee of French and Italian Democrats in 1866.  

Bernstein, First International, 26, 27. International Workingmen’s Association, Rapports lus au Congrès ouvrier 

réuni du 2 au 8 septembre 1867 à Lausanne, (Chaux-de-Fonds : Imprimerie de la voix de l’Avenir, 1867), 21. 
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joined the International in London in 1865.  Less is known about H. Isard, including his first 

name.42 Both attended a meeting of the New York Workingmen’s Union (NYWU) in November 

1867, where they spoke about a “Universal Society of Solidarity,” meaning the International.43 

They called for the creation of a cooperative banking scheme that would lead to the abolition of 

the wages system.44 

Isard and Drury had contacted William Jessup, President of the NYWU and Vice-

President of the NLU, who was enthusiastic about the International. 45 Jessup, a carpenter, had 

already opened communication with the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners in 

Britain in 1866.46 He had contacted the society’s secretary, Robert Applegarth, a moderate trade 

unionist serving as the chairman of the General Council of the International.47 Applegarth wrote 

back to Jessup in October 1866, suggesting the establishment of a joint organization for their 

trades. In August 1867, Jessup wrote an enthusiastic response to Fox’s letter, promising to “do 

all in [his] power” to foster a closer relationship between the NLU and the International.48 

 

 
received an answer from the General Council, since Fox quit his position before the Council considered the 
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III. 

Though Peter Fox, Isard, and Drury’s attempts at forming an American branch of the 

International were not immediately successful, they established steady contact with the National 

Labor Union through Jessup. The International was particularly enthusiastic about the NLU‘s 

endorsement of the eight-hour day demand, while the NLU tended to see the International as a 

potential partner for labor immigration regulation.49 While the NLU repeatedly expressed its 

sympathy with the International, even sending a delegate to one of its Congresses, it never 

formally joined.50 

The National Labor Union was founded at a meeting on August 20th, 1866, in 

Baltimore.51 The meeting was convened in light of “the agitation on the question of Eight Hours 

as a Day’s Labor.” Since this cause had “assumed an importance requiring concerted and 

harmonious section on all matters appertaining to the inauguration of labor reforms,” a national 

labor organization was necessary and indeed, seven of the delegates at the Congress represented 

eight-hour leagues.52 The eight-hour movement had its own interpretation of political economy, 

in which less hours of work would ultimately increase wages.53 The NLU pushed for political 

candidates to enact restrictions on work time.54 Echoing earlier demands for free soil, the 

 
49 Bernstein, First International, 30-31. 
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Congress “respectfully recommend[ed]” that the unemployed become settlers on public lands.55 

They pledged their solidarity with “the sewing women and daughters of toil in this land, that no 

class of industry is so much in need of having their condition ameliorated as the factory 

operatives, sewing women, &c, of this country.”56 

The invitation for the meeting was published in the Workingman’s Advocate.57 The 

newspaper’s editor, A.C. Cameron, an English immigrant, had previously presided over a 

meeting of the eight-hour League in Chicago in 1866.58 As a founding member of the NLU, 

Cameron penned the Address of the National Labor Congress to the Workingmen of the United 

States. Cameron decried how workers had been the inventors of the majority of labor-saving 

machinery, but that the very same machinery was used in ways that were “injurious to the 

physical and intellectual welfare of the workman.”59 The NLU, from its inception, advocated for 

political independence from Republicans and Democrats.60  

The NLU called for black workers to organize in a coalition with white workers to win 

political power. These appeals to black organization were overwhelmingly begrudging in tone. A 

committee of five was elected to write the Address of the National Labor Congress to the 

Workingmen of the United States, which called for no distinction of religion or race to be 

made.61 The only dividing line would be between labor and capital.62 Anticipating the extension 

of the right to vote to black men, the Address argued that “the cooperation of the African race in 
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America must be secured.”63  They warned that without interracial solidarity, “capitalists, north 

and south, would foment discord between the whites and blacks, and hurl the one against the 

other, as interest and occasion might require, to maintain their ascendancy and continue the reign 

of oppression.”64 To bolster his argument, they cited how a strike for the eight-hour day had 

recently been broken up by black strikebreakers.65 At the same time, the Address criticized 

employers for not recognizing apprenticeship in hiring mechanics, a policy that favored white 

workers66 Over its lifespan, the NLU formulated no policy or consistent plan for Reconstruction 

in the South, and were at best ambivalent about enforcing racial equality within the ranks of 

unions that joined the NLU. Their policy led to the formation of separate black unions in 

response to white unions refusing to desegregate.  

The NLU’s few comments on Reconstruction policy were at odds with the interest of 

black workers in the South. The Congress endorsed a resolution that urged “the speedy 

restoration of the agricultural interests of the Southern States,” an issue that was “of vital 

importance to the laboring men of the North.”67  

After the Lausanne Congress of June 1867, the International put out a statement that was 

enthusiastic about the organization of the American working class, stating that the “United States 

appears to have emerged rejuvenated from its bloody war.”68 They asked what “ practical 

measures” would “turn the International Association into a common centre of action on behalf of 
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the working class (female and male)” against capital, as well as how “the working classes [could] 

use for their own emancipation the credit that they give to bourgeoisie and governments?”69  As 

a result of its contact with the International, the NLU Congress voted to send a delegate, Richard 

Trevellick, to the next Congress of the International.70  

Despite the closeness between the two organizations, the National Labor Union’s stance 

on immigration and labor competition was a cause of concern for the International. The 

International held a goal of lessening labor competition, though it did so not through the 

restriction of immigration but through supporting workers’ organizations and strikes at an 

international scale.71 In a meeting of the General Council on September 24th, 1867, “citizen 

Hinton,” likely Richard Josiah Hinton, attempted to alleviate the General Council’s fear that the 

American Labour Congress opposed immigration to the United States.72 Writing to the Bee-Hive, 

Hinton claimed that what American trade unions “objected to was that European working men 

should come at the bidding of American capitalists to be used against the resident workmen of 

America.”73 Hinton was given credentials by the General Council on October 1st of that year.74 

By September 1868, the General Council of the International reported being in “constant 

communication” with the National Labor Union.75 

The formation of the first section of the International in the United States grew out of 

German trade unions. The German American workers’ movement enthusiastically embraced the 

National Labor Union, particularly its demand for the eight-hour day.   There were attempts to 
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organize the German trades towards the end of the war: the  short-lived German Workers’ 

Federation (Deutsche Arbeiterbund) was founded on October 23 1864.76 From 1865 onwards, the 

Communist Club contacted German unions and organizations in New York City to form the 

General German Workers' Association (Allgemeiner Deutschen Arbeiterverein), which 

eventually became the first section of the International in the United States.77 The title General 

German Workers' Association was a direct reference to the party of the same name formed by 

Ferdinand Lasalle in Germany.78 Lassalle was an exponent of the “iron law of wages,” meaning 

that wages tended towards the bare minimum for subsistence. He advocated for state-subsidized 

productive associations which would entitle workers to the fruits of their own labor and 

advocated for universal suffrage in order to achieve that goal.79 The General German Workers’ 

Association also included supporters of Wilhelm Weitling. The Arbeiter Union, which first 

appeared on June 13th, 1868, was closely tied to the Association, which joined the Communist 

Club to establish the first section of the International in the United States.  Adolph Douai moved 

to New York and eventually became the editor of the Arbeiter-Union in October 1868. Its first 

report on the International in Europe appeared at the end of August 1868.80 The next month, the 

Arbeiter Union reported that it became the Association of United Workers, bringing together 

German sculptors, cigarmakers, pianomakers, cabinetmakers and varnishers.81  
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That year, Sorge and members of the General German Workers' Association formed the 

Social Party, which led an electoral campaign.  The party was a dues-paying organization with 

two Anglo-American and German-American branches, headed by a chief executive council. 

Their platform called for “the perfect equality of all men regardless of color, sex or religious 

belief,” though the main example of discrimination that they cited were the Sunday laws 

prohibiting the sale of alcohol. Their other planks included a demand for an eight-hour day, as 

well as the abolition of national banks and a government monopoly on the issue of currency.82 

Sorge was eventually the President of the party, which was unsuccessful at the ballot box in 1868 

and dissolved.83 

Becker had written to Sorge a year earlier instructing him on how to form a section of the 

International in the United States. Becker urged Sorge to bring together various parts of the 

German-speaking workers’ movement. He explained that after the International was established 

on firm ground in New York City, Sorge should attempt to create similar sections in other cities 

and bring Anglo-American workers into the fold.84 As the President of the Social Party, Sorge 

dispatched a letter to workers in Geneva through German revolutionary Johann Philipp Becker’s 

Vorbote in 1868, an official publication of the International. 85 The letter affirmed that Genevan 
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workers had much in common with American workers and were united in a common struggle 

against capital.86  

 The General Council of the International recruited Sorge, Siegfried Meyer, and August 

Vogt in 1868.87  Both Meyer, a mining engineer, and Vogt, a shoemaker, had immigrated to the 

United States after the war and joined the Communist Club.88 Meyer and Vogt vouched for 

Sorge’s credentials.89 Marx appointed Sorge to act on behalf of the International on July 4th, 

1868, after Meyer and Vogt vouched for his credentials.90 By the time Jessup wrote to Marx in 

October 1868, the General Council had appointed Claude Pelletier as French American and 

Siegfried Meyer and August Vogt as its German American correspondents.91 

The next day, the National Labor Union held its Congress in New York in Germania 

Hall.92 The Congress declared itself in favor of the formation of an independent labor party, but 

took no concrete steps to do so and recused itself from the Presidential election.93 At the same 

time, the eight hour day demand was suffering some serious setbacks, as President  Johnson 

passed a federal law for eight hours on June 24th, 1868. New York State passed a similar law that 

contained no enforcement clause.94 

The question of women’s suffrage was brought up at the Congress when Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton sought admission, representing the Workingwomen’s Protective Association. Her 

credentials were signed by Susan B. Anthony, who was one of three women at the Congress 
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already seated. An animated debate broke out on whether to admit her, which passed 45 to 18. 

However, an objection was brought that any attempt at an independent labor party would fail if it 

supported women’s suffrage. The Congress passed a resolution that the NLU was not committed 

to women’s suffrage and that Stanton was seated as a representative of working women.95 The 

Congress, however, tempered this view by endorsing Stanton’s newspaper, The Revolution, as 

“an able and well conducted advocate of [its] principles.”96 

Writing about the admission of women to the Congress, Stanton relied on racist tropes 

about inferior levels of black organization. She stated that: “If colored men had been as wide 

awake as the women, instead of idly waiting for republicans and abolitionists, now melted into 

one (their very apostle, Wendell Phillips, having given in his adhesion in last week's Standard), 

they would have had their Labor Unions, and sent their delegates to this "National Labor 

Congress.”97 

In May 1869, the International attempted to rally American workers against a potential 

war with Britain, publishing an Address to the National Labour Union of the United States. 

Penned by Marx, the document outlined the urgency of the working classes of the United States 

to take action to prevent a war with Britain following the Alabama Affair.98 Britain had broken 

neutrality during the war by allowing Confederate warships, including the Alabama, to be built 

on its territory.  The Address was written in reaction to a speech given by Charles Sumner that 

April, where he opposed a treaty negotiated between the British Foreign Secretary Clarendon and 

the American ambassador Reverdy Johnson that would have settled outstanding claims between 
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the United States and Britain.99 The Address argued that a war would benefit labor’s oppressors, 

and that peace was needed for the growth of the working-class movement. Johann George 

Eccarius, the General Secretary of the International, wrote to the National Labor Union 

expressing the importance of fraternity between American and European workers. He suggested 

that the International could work with the NLU towards an emigration bureau. He argued that 

were an American to write about working conditions in the United States, it would dispel any 

misconceptions that prospective European immigrants might have about improving their 

circumstances there.100 

The International’s Fourth Congress in Basel, held in September 1869, showed how far 

the two organizations’ politics had drifted from each other. 101 Despite still not having formally 

joined the International, the NLU agreed to send a delegate to the Congress, A.C. Cameron.102 

Cameron upheld free labor republicanism and generally opposed socialism.103 The International’s 

most important resolution called for the abolition of private property in land.104   This would have 

had revolutionary implications in the American South, but it was not the policy that Cameron 

favored. He instead was enthusiastic about working with the International to create a joint 

Emigration Bureau with the NLU that would mitigate the impact of immigration on labor 

markets. He distinguished between legitimate immigration and the importation of labor by 

capitalists.105 Cameron chaired a meeting of the Council of the International two days after the 
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end of the Congress.106 Though he was silent for most of the meeting, he was called upon to 

make a speech, in which he explained his plan for an emigration bureau. He asked the 

International to hatch a “plan to regulate emigration, so that trade unionists leaving here would at 

once join our ranks and make common cause with us when they arrive to America.”107 

Cameron reported his experience at the Basel Congress in a series of letters to the 

Workingman’s Advocate. He compared the working conditions of the United States with those of 

Europe. While he saw the deliberations of the International as “in some respects of a more 

advanced or radical hue than those embodied in the [NLU], the grievances complained of are 

also of a different and more aggravated character.”108 For Cameron, both organizations shared 

the goal of establishing a “true democracy.” Significantly, Cameron drew a parallel between the 

American demand for monetary reform and the European call for the abolishment of private 

property. He argued that the aristocracy of Europe consolidated its power through land 

ownership, while in the United States the adoption of a “just monetary system” would crush “the 

influence of the money power.”109  Cameron drew a sharp distinction between the existence of a 

permanent class of wage laborers in Europe and the possibility of economic mobility in the 

United States. He highlighted the voting rights given to American citizens as a check on the 

power of the “privileged few.”110 In his report, Cameron was particularly impressed with the 

English trade unionists that he met at the Congress, identifying them as more theoretically 

advanced than French and Italian representatives. 
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  Currency reform, particularly through the ideas of political economist Edward Kellogg, 

was gaining traction in the NLU just as the demand for the eight-hour day was fading. Kellogg 

sought a national monetary system and a restriction of the interest rate. He developed a legal-

tender theory of money and a theory of interest.111 For Kellogg, the consolidation of wealth by a 

minority was due to the accumulation of compound interest and unrelated to production. The 

interest rate should be pinned to “the per cent annual increase in national wealth,” so that labor 

would receive its share.112 Kellogg’s ideas had already gathered support in the NLU by the 1867 

Congress, which his daughter, Mary Kellogg Putnam, attended. 113 A report from officers at the 

meeting included a call for the United States Congress to “devise a medium of exchange to 

remove the hungry throng from between the producer and consumer, and supply the toiling 

masses with articles of necessary consumption at first prices.”114   By 1869, Sylvis published a 

series of articles in the Workingman’s Advocate that publicized Kellogg’s ideas, arguing that 

gold money was inherently despotic.115 The Arbeiter Union, which had become an official 

publication of the NLU in 1868, underwent a similar drift from the demand for the eight-hour 

day towards currency reform.116 Marx wrote to Sorge requesting Kellogg’s works, which he 

likened to “Bray, Gray, Bronterre O’Brien […] and Proudhon.”117 Sorge eventually blamed the 

collapse of the NLU on its focus on currency.118 
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The International had a false start in San Francisco. A German section in San Francisco 

announced that it had joined the International in December 1868, headed by Philipp Reiter, A. 

Henninger and Max Cohnheim, who was previously a member of the Communist Club in New 

York. 119 Reiter and Cohnheim were part of the San Francisco club of German Republicans and 

had recently participated in a delegation to welcome Carl Schurz.120 The San Francisco section, 

however, was short lived: they attempted to organize “consumer and productive associations,” as 

well as a utopian community, but did not attract much support in San Francisco.121  The group 

had initially been associated with the Mechanics’ State Council, a union of trades in California 

that had campaigned for the eight-hour day.122 The Vorbote reported on the difficulties that the 

German section faced in trying to organize American workers.123 It was not heard from by the 

General Council again, and likely ceased to exist shortly afterwards. 

The National Labor Union increasingly favored immigration restrictions against Chinese 

workers. The Philadelphia Congress of 1869 passed a resolution in favor of restricting Chinese 

immigration, likening “coolie labor” to slavery.124 Letters opposing Chinese labor migration 

flooded the Workingman’s Advocate, with one letter suggesting an alliance of black and white 

workers against Chinese immigrants.125 The exclusion of Chinese workers from the labor 
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movement should not have been a foregone conclusion. Chinese workers went on strike in 1867 

in Cisco, California, demanding an eight-hour day.126 However, anti-Chinese sentiment 

dominated in the National Labor Union. 

The NLU’s link with the Mechanics’ State Council of California illustrate how fear of 

labor competition drove support for legislation to restrict Asian immigration.127 The opposition 

to Chinese immigration was particularly pronounced– and violent– in California’s manufacturing 

sector. Founded in 1867, the Mechanics’ State Council linked the demand for the eight-hour day 

with Chinese exclusion.128 The Council’s founder described Chinese workers as “slaves,” 

arguing that their labor drove down the wages and living conditions of white workers.129  

The Council urged both the California state legislature in 1868 and the NL to support 

legislation against Chinese immigration.130 They organized an Anti-Coolie Association in July 

1870 and sent delegates to the National Labor Union’s Congress that year. However, the 

Mechanics’ State Council disagreed with the National Labor Union over forming a separate 

labor party in California.131 Their official policy was to use their numbers to sway the two 
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existing parties into adopting legislation, since the Council, in their judgment, had enough power 

to defeat either party.132  

The first section of the International in the United States grew from the efforts of the 

Communist Club. It was founded in December, 1869, when the General German Workers’ 

Association (Allgemeiner Deutschen Arbeiterverein) wrote to the General Council of the 

International to affiliate.133 After the failure of the Social Party, the German General Workers’ 

Association had been reconstituted on January 20th, 1869 under the leadership of August Vogt, a 

veteran of the Communist Club.134 The Association sought to bring a political orientation to the 

National Labor Union, which it had joined as Local No. 5 prior to joining the International. 135 

Section 1 pushed for the establishment of the eight-hour day and dissented from Douai’s 

endorsement of Kellogg’s ideas in the Arbeiter Union.136 

 

IV.  

A group of American social reformers declared itself in sympathy with the International’s 

goals following the Basel Congress. The New Democracy, or Political Commonwealth, was 

founded in New York in 1869.137 The organization, geared towards municipal reform, drew from 

veterans of the NRA, with William West as corresponding secretary and Ira Davis as treasurer. 
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Esther Andrews, the wife of Stephen Pearl Andrews, was the Vice President of the organization.  

While the New Democracy recognized the labor theory of value, their solutions to economic 

problems were based on limiting the price of commodities and services to the cost of their 

production. They advocated for a system in which every individual would become a producer 

and consumer. This would be achieved through the opening of public markets that would sell 

items at the cost of production.138 Their program, in short, was to democratize access to property, 

not to socialize it.  Their political perspective on land was clearly inspired by the free-soil 

movement, discussed in Chapter II. 

The first social problem that the New Democracy identified in its statement of principles 

was the “increase of crime and inequality throughout the Land.” 139 As a solution to this problem, 

the New Democracy aimed for fairer wages and the imposition of restrictions upon capitalists. 

They diagnosed the cause of social inequality as stemming from lack of political representation, 

since the Constitution excluded a “majority of citizens from a voice at the polls, and set aside the 

cardinal principle of popular sovereignty by clothing the Legislators with authority to enact 

laws, grant privileges, and appropriate public property without submitting their acts to the 

people for ratification.”140 While they endorsed bringing certain utilities and landed property 

under public ownership, they did not call for any change to the ownership of the means of 

production. The organization would present candidates for election that would endorse their 

principles, and outlined a plan for expansion that would involve national, state, county, and 

municipal councils. 
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The New Democracy was eclectic in its political influences but grew out of utopian 

socialism and the National Reform Association. Their political program, through their promotion 

of the “sovereignty of the individual,” drew on anarchist philosopher Josiah Warren’s ideas.  

Members of the organization founded New York’s Social Reform Club, which met regularly to 

discuss social science.141 At its first meeting, Albert Brisbane called for the establishment of a 

new social science established through “organized labor,” and Stephen Pearl Andrews spoke on 

free love and the “relations of the sexes.”142 At the next meeting, Brisbane spoke about Adam 

Smith’s ideas on the division of labor. Ira Davis called for the abolition of individual property, 

and that “all wealth [be] placed in the hands of the government for redistribution.”143 Elaborating 

on his plan, he rejected the ideas of Fourier and Owen, saying that the “remedy lies in the hands 

of the people themselves, [...] who must change the whole government into a cooperative 

association.”144 The New Democracy called for New Yorkers to adopt a new Constitution that 

would extend the right to vote to women and all people of African descent, and for New York to 

gradually acquire all land within its state limits in order to redistribute them.145 

In November 1869, the New Democracy issued an open letter to the citizens of New 

York outlining their which outlined its political vision. The manifesto paints a Malthusian image 

of an overcrowded city riddled with crime. They began stating that "New York has been called 

the worst governed city in Christendom," and defined a large number of social ills, including 

exorbitant rents, corruption in the police force, poor sanitation, lack of protection against election 

fraud, and rising prices.146 They ask the electorate two questions: first, how society “in its 
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organic capacity” could manage the increase of its population; and second, “[h]ow to get rid of 

the rats who devour the substance of the body politic.” They called for both political action, 

primarily through enshrining the right of the people to vote directly on legislation, and the 

organization of labor.  

In appealing to the International, the New Democracy attempted to carve out a political 

position distinct from the National Labor Union. They considered themselves “the true labor 

party of this country.”147 At the end of October 1869, West, Davis, and Stephen Pearl Andrews 

penned a letter to the International on behalf of the New Democracy.148 The letter advised the 

International that the NLU did not yet constitute “the most advanced practical advocates of the 

rights of labor in America.” They cited the NLU’s expulsion of Susan B. Anthony, pointing out 

that the organization’s members didn’t support women’s suffrage.149 They wrote that they were 

in full agreement with the International’s resolutions on the abolition of landed property and on 

government control of land, factories, and labor. The next step, they argued, was to grant 

everyone “the Referendum.” 150   

In Black Reconstruction, W.E.B. Du Bois remarked that after the Civil War, “the white 

and black labor movement” was placed “in a singularly contradictory position.” “White labor,” 

he wrote, “was organizing to fight against the new industrial oligarchy; but it was this same 

oligarchy which in its own self-defense had forced the South to accept Negro suffrage, allying 

itself temporarily with the abolition-democratic movement in the North.” It was this 

contradictory relationship between black workers in the South, who fought for political 
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representation and economic improvement, and the Republican Party, which also sided with 

industrialists in the North, that triggered a political crisis within the National Labor Union.151 

While the NLU increasingly abandoned the demand towards the eight-hour day and 

moved towards currency reform, a movement gathered in protest of the NLU’s policy over racial 

integration. At broad stake was the National Labor Union’s refusal to enforce racial equality 

within its ranks, despite its policy at the national level to not discriminate on the basis of color. 

One of the unions that the NLU had admitted, the Columbia Typographical Union, protested 

against the employment of Lewis Henry Douglass, Frederick Douglass’ son, at the Government 

Printing Office in D.C. In reaction, black workers founded a separate national labor organization 

that would fight for equality in unions and in the workplace.  

To elect New York representatives to the National Colored Labor Convention, over 600 

attendees, predominantly African American, attended a meeting at Zion Church on November 

11th, 1869,152 Reverend N.H. Turpin chaired the meeting. A Female Protective Union had 

recently been formed, which would be represented in Washington.153  

Siegfried Meyer, who had been recruited by the General Council a year earlier, attended 

on behalf of National Labor Union No. 5, which would soon become the first section of the 

North American branch of the International.  Meyer announced that the group expressed their 

cordial sympathy with the efforts of the black workers to secure their rights.  National Labor 

Union No. 5 also offered their assistance in helping black workers form trades unions and obtain 

admission to existing organizations.154  Future members of the International in the United States 
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also attended the meeting. Richard Josiah Hinton addressed the Convention and Belva 

Lockwood was part of the Committee on Women’s Labor.155 The Congress passed a resolution 

for the Bureau of Labor to appoint delegates to the International Workingmen’s Association’s 

next Congress.156 The resolution passed, but the International’s Congress, to be held in Paris in 

1870, never took place because of the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War.  

The National Labor Convention held on December 6th, 1869, notably attracted far more 

representatives from the American South than the National Labor Union. Isaac Myers of 

Baltimore was elected President.157 Myers’ success in confronting racism in Baltimore shipyards 

was held as a powerful example of the potential for black labor organization in leading efforts for 

interracial cooperation. In 1865, white workers went on strike to ban black labor from Baltimore 

shipyards. In response, Myers organized black ship workers into a cooperative to buy a shipyard 

and railway line, culminating in the establishment of the Chesapeake Marine Railway and Dry 

Dock. With capital from the black community and a major investment from a ship captain, the 

operation became a rapid success, employing three hundred workers. Eventually, white workers 

pushed for admission into the dockyard.158 Myers founded the Colored Caulkers' Trades Union, 

which he represented at the 1868 Convention of the NLU. Richard Trevellick, President of the 

NLU, attended as a representative.   

The convention was chaired by George T. Downing of Rhode Island. He had been a 

member of the American Anti-Slavery Society and an agent of the Underground Railroad.159 In 
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1866, he had pressured Johnson against the imposition of the Black Codes in the South.160 

Downing spoke of the importance of the National Labor Convention. Referring to labor agitation 

in Europe, he said that “the eyes of every intelligent laborer of the land, without regard to color, 

are fixed on it; its doings will be eagerly caught up and canvassed by the laborers of Europe, now 

banding together to the end of causing labor to be respected, and of enjoying its just rewards.”161  

  The redistribution of land to Southern laborers was a central demand of the Convention. 

A delegate from Florida explained that the entire labor movement of the North would be a failure 

if it didn’t address the land monopoly of the South.162 A memorial was adopted by the 

Convention  outlining how the collusion of the planter class prevented labor from being sold 

according to the law of supply and demand in the South.163 Lewis Henry Douglass successfully 

proposed the formation of a Committee that would organize black workers into unions that 

would push for entry in the “workshops of the country.” The Convention also passed a resolution 

in favor of the eight-hour day.164  

The NLU’s movement towards forming a third party attracted controversy at the 

Convention, which largely endorsed the political program of the Radical Republicans. The 

mayor of Washington, D.C. spoke. A telegram came from the Secretary of State of Mississippi 

extending the greetings of “Seventy thousand triumphant colored Radicals send greeting.”165 One 

of the founders of the Republican Party, W.D. Kelley, spoke, saying that “that if they be true to 

themselves they must be true to the Republican party—that party belonged to them, and they 
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belonged to that party.”166 When the Committee on Credentials gathered, a debate broke out at 

the admission of McLane, the President of the National Plasterers’ Union. John Mercer 

Langston, a prominent abolitionist and the founding dean of Howard University's law school, 

argued that giving McLane a seat would amount to a “quasi endorsement” of the Labor Party.167  

Samuel Cummings, a white labor leader in the Knights of Saint Crispin, attended the 

Congress. He reported that Langston’s speech provoked strong disagreements from Sella Martin, 

Myers, and Downing. Martin argued that Langston could not ignore the sympathy of white 

labor.168 Downing allowed McLane to be seated, since he had the appropriate credentials. 

Downing “proposed to convert those of a different policy to his own, having no fear of the 

intellect that gentleman might bring to bear against what the world recognized as exact justice to 

colored men and the interests of the laboring mass.”169 While Downing argued that African 

Americans should be grateful to the Republican Party for enacting emancipation, he also urged a 

critical distance from the party. He explained that once the Fifteenth Amendment would be 

ratified, the Party would lose “much of the adhesive element which has made the composite 

Republican party a unit. In its place, he urged the Party to adopt a “wise financial policy.”170  

This distance, however, should not be overstated. The CNLU passed a resolution to congratulate 

Grant, who had recently reinstated military rule in Georgia over, in part, the state’s failure to 

ratify the Fifteenth Amendment.171 The delegation assured Grant that “the colored race would 

stand by the President in the future, as he and the great party that he so faithfully represented had 

stood by them in the past.”172  
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The Convention’s economic policy was based on achieving harmony between labor and 

capital. While it did not entirely rule out strikes, it urged that they should be avoided by paying 

workers “an equivalent for the labor performed.”173 One of its central demands was the 

establishment of a Bureau of Labor in Washington that would record and publish information on 

labor conditions and job opportunities, pressure legal action for equal access to employment, and 

secure loans and credit for the establishment of cooperatives among black workers.174 A Bureau 

of Industry was later established with Isaac Myers as its head. The prospectus of the CNLU and 

Bureau of Labor, published in the New Era in February 1870, said that “It should be the aim of 

every man to become a capitalist,” or at the very least the owner of his own homestead.175  

Addressing the Convention, Langston outlined the creation of a union movement that 

would unite the interests of the entire working class, “making no discrimination as to nationality, 

sex, or color” and “emancipating itself from every national and partial sentiment.” 176 He argued 

that this “industrial movement” would create “a superstructure capricious enough to 

accommodate at the altar of common interest the Irish, the negro and the German laborer,” as 

well as the “"poor white" native of the South, struggling out of moral and pecuniary death into 

life ‘real and earnest,’” and white laborers in the North. Langston warned that in the North, white 

workers were educated into believing that their “true interest” would be served by “racism 

against “the laborer of African descent, as well as the Chinamen.” He warned that “designing 

persons” were attempting to make Chinese laborers in the South “the rival and competitor of the 

former slave class of the country.”177 
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The Convention included a Committee on Women’s Labor, which urged African 

American women to learn trades, citing the success of black women professionals in medicine 

and law.  Mary Ann Shadd Cary, who published the Provincial Freedman in Canada and became 

one the first black woman publishers in North America, urged African American women to form 

cooperatives and criticized white unions’ exclusive policies towards women.178  

At the same time, another plan for the formation of a third party was being hatched by 

Victoria Woodhull, who would play a prominent role in the International, in reaction to the 

Fifteenth Amendment.  Along with her sister Tennessee Claflin, Woodhull founded the first and 

only brokerage firm led by women in the nineteenth century and by her own account had 

amassed a sum of $700,000. Woodhull entertained close links to Cornelius Vanderbilt, who 

backed the brokerage firm financially and offered financial advice.179 During this time, the 

sisters regularly held soirees that were attended by a mix of members of New York high society 

and political radicals.180  These connections led to meeting Stephen Pearl Andrews, who became 

a close intellectual interlocutor. 

On April 2nd, 1870, Woodhull wrote to the New York Herald announcing her plan to run 

for President.181 She argued that “[w]hile others of my sex devoted themselves to a crusade 

against the laws that shackle the women of the country, I asserted my individual independence; 

while others prayed for the good time coming, I worked for it.” She argued that women were 
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“the only unrepresented class in the republic,” citing black men’s right to vote.182 Woodhull 

published a series of articles in the Herald  from April to July outlining her plans for a “practical 

plan for universal government.”183 While Woodhull’s plan to run for President was undoubtedly 

her own, these articles were heavily influenced, if not outright written by, Stephen Pearl 

Andrews.184 She  called for a radical change in foreign policy, particularly with regards to Cuba, 

decrying the Grant administration’s refusal to intervene in the Ten Years’ War. In her criticism 

of Grant, she claimed that “ALL OTHER QUESTIONS, whether of a foreign or domestic nature, 

stand illustrated by the Cuban policy of the administration,” hinting that she would be amenable 

to breaking international law in support of Cuba against the Spanish.  

Woodhull, along with her sister Tennessee Claflin, founded Woodhull and Claflin’s on 

May 14, 1870. The newspaper’s emphasis was squarely on women’s rights, but it also covered a 

broad range of topics, from currency reform to spiritualism. The newspaper carried regular news 

on the International. It was the first newspaper in the United States to publish the Communist 

Manifesto in English. Stephen Pearl Andrews was a regular correspondent.185 In November 1870, 

Woodhull and Claflin’s criticized the Labor Party, particularly on the grounds that it had not 

endorsed women’s rights.186 That month, Woodhull also made the argument that the United 
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States Constitution already provided women with the right to vote through the Fifteenth 

Amendment.187 

The Union républicaine de la langue française (URLF) was founded on October 20th, 

1868, in Saint-Louis, Missouri, in an attempt to unite French-speaking republicans in one 

organization. Bringing together French, Italian, Swiss, and Belgian republicans, the ULRF 

supported the International Workingmen’s Association, which they described as the “economic 

movement of the producing classes.”188 Their first demand was the “universal republic,” the 

“complete and entire freedom of man,” the “equality of production and distribution of wealth,” 

and the “solidarity of peoples.” The URLF adopted a similar structure to the International 

Association and the Society of the Universal Republic, and attracted several former members of 

those organizations. Alluding to the Society and the Association, the New York section reflected 

on the rise and fall of previous organizations that had worked towards the establishment of a 

universal republic.189 Much like its predecessors, the URLF hosted regular banquets to 

commemorate European revolutions. 190 

By March, they founded a first section in New York City, and spread to Chicago, New 

Orleans, as well as Kentucky and Missouri.191 While describing themselves as republicans, the 

two first branches of the ULRF in New York came from different political tendencies. The first 
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described itself explicitly as socialist, though it noted that the term still inspired revulsion among 

certain of its members.192 They argued that socialism was an extension of the French revolution, 

and a response to the “social problem.” The second branch had free-thinking tendencies: its 

statement of principles denounces religious prejudice. 

The URLF attacked the rise of racism in the United States. The Bulletin de l’Union 

républicaine de la langue française published an article on the importation of Chinese workers. 

It concluded that the government of the United States was trying to incite “hatred of the races,” 

and that perhaps there was a war brewing for the liberation of Chinese workers much like there 

had been a war to defeat slavery. The Bulletin warned that this time, the American people would 

not make the mistake of attacking those that “differ from us in the color of their skin,” but 

instead would go against “those who would want to introduce the leprosy of misery in 

America.”193 

In the winter of 1869-1870, the URLF and the International Workingmen’s Association 

in the United States faced a controversy over one of its members. Gustave Paul Cluseret began 

presenting himself as a representative of the International in a French newspaper and applied to 

the General Council for credentials.194 Cluseret had attended the first meeting of the ULRF in 

New York.  Section 1 of the International wrote to the General Council about Cluseret’s 

credentials.195 Cluseret, meanwhile, was invited by Section 1 to commemorate the June 1848 
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uprisings. He declined, since he had fought to suppress the revolutionaries as part of the National 

Guard, ending the controversy over his purported leadership.196 The episode likely reinforced the 

urgency of setting the International on firm footing in the United States.  

The Union’s two New York groups formed Section 2 of the International, founded in 

early June 1870 and officially joining the organization in August.197 Benoît Hubert, a medical 

instrument fitter, had chaired the merger of the two sections of the ULRF into the 

International.198 Their inaugural address contained many republican phrases, including “one for 

all, and all for one.” These sections had grown from the increased contact between the German 

workers’ movement and the URLF.199 On June 1st, 1870, German and American workers’ 

societies, likely Section 1 of the International, addressed a letter to French workers in New York. 

They described how the International had faced persecution in France and many of its members 

had been imprisoned. They cited the abolition of “black slavery” in 1865, calling on French 

workers to work towards abolishing “white slavery.”200 The Bulletin carried a note that said that 

in response, around a hundred French citizens of New York had pledged their adhesion to the 

International, and called for the establishment of an American federation of the International that 
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would work towards the abolition of wage labor.201 Moreover, the Bulletin called upon French 

citizens to unite their organizations to move beyond trade unions and “societies of resistance.”202  

Meanwhile, the NLU was undergoing decline. That summer, it held a Congress in 

Cincinnati, where it declared itself in favor of forming an independent Labor Party. It was the 

last Congress that black representatives would attend.203  The Congress passed a resolution 

urging African Americans to abandon the Republican party in favor of the Labor Party. As Philip 

Foner and Ronald Lewis have argued, “the NLU leadership never understood that they expected 

blacks to sacrifice their own interests without offering them anything in return.”204 Moreover, 

black delegates were largely not interested in the currency reform platform.205  

Allen Coffin, a member of the Republican Club in Washington D.C. and a black 

employee at the printing office that had hired Lewis Henry Douglass, introduced a motion to 

admit John Mercer Langston to the Convention.206 The motion received a strong reaction. 

Alexander Troup of the Typographical Union opposed the entry of any elected politician to the 

Convention.207 In response, Coffin cited a double standard: the Convention had agreed to seat a 

man close to the Democratic Party, Samuel Fenton Cary, immediately before objecting to 

Langston.208 Samuel Cummings, who had been presented at the CNLU’s Convention, led the 
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charge against Langston, arguing that he was misleading black workers into the Republican 

Party. Langston was ultimately denied his seat in a vote of forty-nine to twenty-three. Yet the 

relationship to the Republican Party was only one of the faultlines which caused the CNLU to 

break from the NLU entirely. Cummings brought forth an amendment that would call for the 

formation of an independent political party based on labor. Myers gave a speech arguing that all 

such gains could be obtained through the Republican Party. The speech attracted a strong 

response, as several labor leaders denounced the major political parties.209  

Following the Cincinnati Congress in August 1870, Downing spoke for the Committee 

on Labor and Capital, criticizing the white labor movement’s stance in favor of segregation. He 

argued that the committee “would simply refer to the unkind, estranging policy of the labor 

organizations of white men, who, while they make loud proclaims as to the injustice (as they 

allege) to which they are subjected, justify injustice.” Downing’s speech denounced the policy 

by which workshops excluded “worthy craftsmen and apprentices only because of their color, for 

no just cause.”210 He added that the CNLU would no longer align themselves with the NLU. “We 

say to such,” Downing explained, “so long as you persist therein we cannot fellowship with you 

in your struggle, and look for failure and mortification on your part,” adding that “not even the 

sacred name of Wendell Phillips can save you.”211 

The NLU’s political position was further embattled by the exodus of several trade unions 

who were opposed to any introduction of political questions to their organizations.212 Almost 

exasperated, Sorge proposed a resolution that “The National Labor Union, assembled in 
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Congress, declares its adhesion to the principles of the International Working-men's Association, 

and expects at no distant day to affiliate with it.”213 While the resolution passed, the NLU never 

joined the International. 

 

***  

The outbreak of the Franco-Prussian war created the conditions for the formation of the 

International Workingmen’s Association in North America. The coalition that formed in 

opposition to the war included social reformers and political radicals, but attracted little support 

from the labor movement, which was increasingly splintering over the question of political 

action. The International’s call for the working classes of the world to seize political power, 

therefore, had very little appeal to the embattled trade union movement.  

The movement against the war was particularly attractive to republicans, particularly 

after the fall of Napoleon III. On July 19th, 1870, the French emperor declared war on Prussia. 

Section 2’s first political decision was to declare itself against the war between Prussia and 

France.214 Meanwhile, the Arbeiter Union collapsed as a significant number of German 

Americans rallied towards Prussia.215 The emergence of the Third Republic after the fall of 

Napoleon III’s government galvanized support against the war. The URLF organized a 

contingent to arm themselves and defend the French Republic, with some of its members making 

the journey to France.216 
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As it grew, the International in the United States established a central body to unite the 

different sections. Until then, the efforts to organize the International in the United States had 

been separated by nationality.  Corresponding secretaries on the General Council were likewise 

split by language, with the French-language corresponding secretary, Eugène Dupont, 

responsible for communication with Section 2; Marx, the German-language secretary, with 

Section 1; and the General Secretary, Johann George Eccarius, writing to Jessup the National 

Labor Union. In September 1870, Dupont wrote to Section 2 (New York) urging them to 

establish a Central Committee. This new governing body would solve the communication 

problem by corresponding directly with the General Council in London, sending regular reports 

about the activities of the sections and the larger labor movement in the United States. Sections 

would be entitled to one member on the Central Committee. With some hesitation, German 

Section 1 (New York) accepted the proposal. In December, three New York sections, including a 

newly formed Czech Section 3 (New York), founded the Central Committee of the International 

Workingmen’s Association for America. Sorge was elected Secretary, and sat alongside Hubert, 

for Section 2, and Vilem Jandus for Section 3.217  

On November 19th, 1870, the New York sections of the International organized a mass 

meeting against the Franco-Prussian War at the Cooper Institute. The advertisement for the 

meeting outlined how “the American form of Republican Government stands as a model admired 

by all nations of Europe,” and that therefore an expression of support for the republic of France 

“will encourage other nations to imitate as well as admire.” While supporting the French 

republic, the speakers at the Cooper Institute meeting were clear that the war impacted both the 
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French and German working classes, who had nothing to gain from the conflict. The war had 

been declared for “the benefits of despotic rulers” against the interest of workers.  The poster for 

the event explicitly invited women to the meeting. “If men love fathers, and brothers, and sons,” 

the flyer declared, “women love even more, they love husbands also; war effects [sic] woman, 

therefore let her join her protest to that of a man.”218 The speakers include Drury of the Union 

républicaine de la langue française, Douai of the Arbeiter Union, J.W. Gregory of the New 

Democracy.219 The resolutions called for the “abolition of the standing armies and the 

establishment of a permanent International Court of Arbitration.”220 They received enthusiastic 

support from the Labor Representation League in England and received support from Senator 

Charles Sumner and Ezra Heywood..221 However, the Workingman’s Advocate noted the 

conspicuous absence of major trade unions and cooperative societies in the meeting.222 

Indeed, by the time Sorge was writing to the General Council, the National Labor Union 

had all but disintegrated, leaving the organizations that would form the International “without a 

firm labor base.”223 Sorge reported that the NLU was “losing ground amongst the great National 

& International Trades Unions of this country: the Workingmen’s Assembly of New York 

(Presidt. Wm J. Jessup), the Cigarmakers International Union, the Bricklayers National Union 
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etc all refusing at their last Conventions to appoint Delegates to the next Labor Congress in St. 

Louis.”224 

The early sections were drawn exclusively from immigrant groups. The New York 

sections of the URLF applied to join the International in April 1871.225 The URLF explicitly 

outlined how their organization, while having substantial overlap with the International’s 

membership, fulfilled different goals. The Union was composed exclusively of French-speaking 

republicans of all social classes, while the International brought together workers who were not 

necessarily republicans.226 By April 1871, the International had gained the adherence of eight 

sections. The Czech section was discussing cooperative movements and the establishment of a 

newspaper in their language. The German sections in Chicago were trying to “counteract [...] the 

German Chauvinists” in the city. Section 7 (New York) was tied to the Irish Confederation, and 

tried to gather Irish revolutionary societies.227 

One of the primary problems facing the International at this point was the fact that they 

had not secured any sections of native-born American workers. On behalf of the Central Council, 

Eccarius wrote to Robert William Hume of the National Labor Union that “we cannot admit that 

either French or German have an opposite or special interest from any other workmen, and we 

always urge them on to take an important part in, and identify themselves with, the movement of 

the workingmen of the country in which they reside, particularly in America.”228 In May 1871, 

Sorge wrote to the General Council explaining that immigrants to the United States should not be 

considered “foreigners.” He offered several reasons why that was not the case: immigrants to the 

 
224  Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU,  2-3.  
225 Sorge, Briefe und Auszüge, 22. 
226 “La lutte et l’organisation,” Bulletin de l’union républicaine de la langue française (New York), July 1st, 1870. 
227  Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 13-15.  
228 Eccarius quoted in Bernstein, First International, 53. 
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United States moved there in general to establish themselves permanently; that they were in fact 

citizens of the United States; and that much of the labor movement was dominated by 

immigrants. He concluded that the “term ‘foreigner’ therefore does not apply to us at all.”229 In 

the end, American sections did join the International, but their ranks pulled from political 

radicals and social reformers rather than labor.  

 From the end of the war to the turn of the decade, the American labor movement was 

confronted with the question of the political power of the working class, and the relationship 

between industrial and political organization. The International had initially been optimistic 

about the NLU’s demand for the eight-hour day, which it eventually abandoned in favor of 

currency reform. The NLU’s strategy of forming a third party caused deep rifts, not only with the 

CNLU, but with other parts of the labor movement who believed that industrial and political 

organization should be held separate. By 1870, the national labor movement was largely 

moribund. At the same time, the International anchored its early attempts to organize in the 

United States in opposition to the Franco-Prussian War, bringing together a broad coalition, but 

very little support from trade unions. The German labor organizations from which the first 

section of the International grew were plunged in disarray, with many members siding with 

Prussia in the conflict. Meanwhile, members of the ULRF joined the call to support the French 

republic, and formed a section of the International. 
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Chapter 4 

The Sublime Struggle: The Paris Commune and the Splits in the International, 1870-1871 

 

In the first months of its existence, the Central Committee of the International 

Workingmen’s Association in North American was making steady progress. It supported strikes 

in the United States and supported international struggles, including Irish independence. As it 

grappled with its failure to bring the National Labor Union on board, the North American branch 

developed a critique of the two major political parties in the United States, and of the influence 

of the bourgeoisie on political organization.  

The fledgling Central Committee in the United States had risen from a working-class 

coalition against the Franco-Prussian War. The conclusion of the war and the emergence of the 

Paris Commune brought up the question of a positive vision of what should or should not happen 

during, and after, a revolution. Reviled by the American press, the Commune nonetheless 

brought in a large cohort of new members to the North American branch of the International.1  

By the beginning of the summer, the first American sections joined the International. 

Many of them had ties to the New Democracy and to a group of social reformers named the 

Cosmopolitan Conference. Led by Section 12, these sections in turn strove for political 

independence from the newly minted Central Committee. Section 12 advocated for the formation 

of a national political body, composed of sections that would report to municipal, state, and 

national congresses to eventually form an alternative form of government for the United States.  

In a sharp political maneuver, the Central Committee dissolved itself and immediately 

reformed itself as a Federal Council, effectively purging five sections, including Sections 2 and 

 
1 Bernstein, “American Labor and the Paris Commune,” 144.  
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12. The conflict culminated in the foundation of two competing councils, generally known as the 

Tenth Ward Council and the Spring Street Council after their respective meeting places. This 

schism has been construed as an ethnic conflict between immigrant workers and American 

reformers. This chapter shows how this split was fundamentally over competing political visions.   

The Commune served as common point of reference for the members of the North 

American branch of the International. It did not, by itself, cause any splits within the 

organization. However, its significance was heavily contested among its members. These 

divergent interpretations were an expression of the growing political differences between the 

sections of the International. Section 1 was optimistic about the example that the Paris Commune 

offered to American labor, following Marx’s view that it was the first workers’ government. 

While arguing for this vision of a Universal Republic based on the extension of suffrage, Section 

12 and its supporters referred to the radical aspirations of the Commune, while also distancing 

itself from what they judged as its violent “excesses.” One of the founding sections of the 

Central Committee– and its most numerous– Section 2 (French), recognized in the Commune the 

republican aspirations that had characterized the pre-war organizations that they had grown from, 

including the International Association and the Society of the Universal Republic. This chapter 

ends with the Spring Street Council organizing a march in memory of the martyrs of the Paris 

Commune. The march was the most visible expression of the International in the United States 

up to that point. 

I. 

 

At the beginning of 1871, despite the formation of a Central Committee, native- and 

foreign-born sections were carrying out parallel operations within the American branch of the 
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International. This dynamic was accentuated by the separate lines of communication that the 

General Council in London entertained with the sections in the United States. In his role as 

Secretary for America, Johann Eccarius maintained correspondence with labor representatives n 

the United States, and later, with many of the American sections. The Central Committee, 

however, corresponded directly with the General Council of the International. In effect, this 

encouraged a crisis of legitimacy as to which group should head the International. 

The International was actively cultivating links with the American labor movement 

independent of the National Labor Union. Their long collaboration with William Jessup was 

rewarded when New York Workingmen’s Assembly endorsed the International’s principles in 

January 1871.2 The International supported the Pennsylvania Miners’ strike, sending a statement 

congratulating them on their struggle against capitalists, and collecting funds from the sections to 

support their strike.3 At the same time, friction was growing between Sorge and A.C. Cameron 

of the Workingman’s Advocate. Sorge accused him of incorrectly reprinting the addresses of the 

International, even refusing to accept copies of the paper as a result.4 

The year 1871 began for the International Workingmen’s Association in the United States 

with a delegation to Fenian prisoners.5 Led by Friedrich Sorge, the group congratulated the 

Fenians on adopting the cause of the Universal Republic. Benoît Hubert, the French delegate, 

warned against the Fenians isolating themselves and letting religion create factionalism within 

their ranks. He explained that the cause of Irish independence was winning over English 

workers, and that nations were maintained to divide the “human family.” The released prisoners, 

 
2 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 7;  Schlüter, Die Internationale in Amerika, 128. 
3 Bulletin de l’Union républicaine de la langue française, April 30th, 1871; Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & 

ILU, 30. 
4 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 25. 
5 Bulletin de l’Union républicaine de la langue française, February 1871.  
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including O’Donovan Rossa and Jon McClure, thanked the International, saying that they felt 

flattered to know that their “devotion to their native country served the great cause of human 

liberty.”6 

In London, the General Council had supported the Fenian cause. In a letter to Meyer and 

Vogt of Section 1 in April 1870, Marx drew a parallel between the hatred of the British workers 

towards the Irish to the poor whites’ hatred of black workers. “The ordinary English worker 

hates the Irish worker,” he wrote, “as a competitor who forces down his standard of life.” The 

English worker perceived himself as a “member of the ruling nation,” which made them into “a 

tool of his aristocrats and capitalists against Ireland, thus strengthening their domination over 

himself.” If the British army were removed from Ireland, it would lead to an immediate agrarian 

revolution. “But the overthrow of the English aristocracy would entail, and would immediately 

lead to, its overthrow in England.” The Irish question needed to be solved before any advance on 

the part of the English proletariat was possible.7 Moreover, England’s exploitation of Ireland 

translated into antagonism between the United States and England. It “render[ed] any serious and 

honest cooperation impossible between the working classes of the two countries.” Marx 

reiterated that England was the only country capable of going through a worker’s revolution 

because of its industrial advancement.8   

The New Democracy, who had previously written to the International in Europe, was part 

of an expanding circle of social reformers. Members of the New Democracy, along with Victoria 

Woodhull, were part of a new discussion and debate group titled the Cosmopolitan Conference.9 

 
6 Bulletin de l’Union républicaine de la langue française, February 1871.  
7 Marx and Engels, Collected Works, vol. 43, 474-476. 
8 Ibid., 475. 
9 Its Secretary, J.W. Gregory, was a member of the New Democracy. Documents of the First International, vol. 3, 

249. Hermann Schlüter, Die Internationale in Amerika, 148. 
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Its members, styled themselves the “Friends of Reform,” and met regularly at the corner of 

Bleecker Street and the Bowery to debate broad topics, including race and slavery, women’s 

rights, and currency reform.10 The Conference’s meetings brought together up to seventy 

members, including several prominent women’s rights advocates. Its class composition was 

varied, drawing mostly from the professions, though working-class members like Ira Davis also 

attended.11 The Conference also had considerable ideological diversity. For example, some 

members advocated that slavery was sanctioned by the Bible, and that people of African descent 

were naturally inferior to whites; while others still had abolitionist commitments.12 The 

Conference had links with the International in Europe, but also with politicians such as radical 

Democrat Clinton Roosevelt.13  

In the beginning of 1871, Woodhull announced that she was running for President as part 

of the “Cosmo-Political Party,” a likely reference to the Cosmopolitan Club.14 She publicized her 

nomination pages of Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly in reaction to Grant’s announcement that he 

would ratify the Fifteenth Amendment. Woodhull followed the National Woman’s Suffrage 

Association (NWSA) in making the case that she was allowed to run for office and vote based on 

the language of the new Amendment, which outlined citizenship as extended to “[a]ll persons 

born or naturalized in the United States,” which she argued should include women.15 Woodhull 

 
10 New York Times, April 17, 1871. 
11 New York Times, March 13, 1871. 
12 New York Times, April 17, 1871. 
13 Robert Hume, who kept in regular contact with Johann Eccarius, was a prominent member, and the Conference’s 

President was Cyrenus Osborne Ward, who had attended a meeting of the General Council in London in 1870 . The 

National Standard, May 13, 1871; The Workingman’s Advocate, July 8th, 1871. 
14The nomination was subject to ratification by a convention that likely never happened. Woodhull and Claflin’s 

Weekly, January 28th, 1871; The Anderson Intelligencer (South Carolina), February 2nd, 1871. 
15 Woodhull was at the time exchanging letters with Susan B. Anthony. Victoria Woodhull, Constitutional equality 

the logical result of the XIV and XV amendments: which not only declare who are citizens, but also define their 

rights, one of which is the right to vote without regard to sex; sex being included in the more comprehensive 

prohibitory terms of race and color: Constitutional argument, congressional memorial, judiciary argument. The 

platform of the cosmo-political party. (New York: Journeymen Printers' Co-operative Association, 1871), 38; 

Woodhull & Claflin's Weekly, February 25th, 1871.  
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drew an explicit comparison between denying right to vote on the basis of race to denying on 

basis of sex, writing letters to the Congress and to the Senate.16 She outlined how “[c]olor 

comprises all people, of all races and both sexes.”17 Citing the clause of the Fifteenth 

Amendment which provided against the abrogation of the vote on the basis of “on account of 

race, color, or previous condition of servitude,” Woodhull made the claim that both black and 

white women had “groaned under the condition of servitude.”18 Much like Stanton and the 

NWSA, Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly fell into racist rhetoric in making its case for women’s 

suffrage, publishing an article deliberately contrasting how an educated white woman could not 

vote, while a formerly enslaved man could.19 While clearly tied to the suffrage cause, the 

Cosmo-Political Party also called for various economic reforms. Woodhull eventually endorsed 

the eight-hour day, though only some months after she had favored other policies such as 

protections for the shipbuilding industry and currency reform through the establishment of a 

“People’s Money.”20  

A month later, Sorge wrote a report on the general state of labor to the General Council, 

in which he outlined the challenges in organizing in the United States. He reported on the 

Pennsylvania miners’ strike, which had by then mostly subsided, and on the International’s fund 

collections for striking workers in Luzerne County.21 Sorge noted increasing labor competition 

among workers along ethnic and racial lines. He remarked on the influx of immigrants, 

particularly Germans, which had tended to “lower or keep down” the wages of farmhands. He 

cited a “great strike” of black workers in Washington, DC for the “increase of their extremely 

 
16 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, January 21st 1871, January 28th 1871.  
17 Woodhull, Constitutional Equality, 40c. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Woodhull & Claflin's Weekly, January 14, 1871. 
20 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, June 3rd, 1871, July 22, 1871, and September 2nd, 1871. 
21 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 27. 
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low wages,” which had nearly been broken up by white strikebreakers. Sorge hoped that the 

result would “probably be the emancipation of the colored workingmen from the grip of the 

political suckers who kept them till now almost exclusively in the ranks of the socalled 

Republican Party.”22 While Sorge did not expand on this remark, it likely reflected his 

disillusionment with the CNLU, which the International had initially supported. The CNLU had 

increasingly gravitated towards supporting the Republican Party, though it was hardly the only 

labor organization that drifted towards electoral politics during this period.23  

Sorge identified the two-party system as a major obstacle to the emancipation of the 

American working class. He wrote that the National Labor Union’s demands had been almost 

entirely recuperated into the platform of these two parties, particularly the “so-called Democratic 

Party.” He questioned whether there were any elements of the defunct NLU that would revive it 

and form a labor party that served working-class interests. Sorge’s remarks shed light on his 

opinion of the NLU’s decline, the Congresses of which the International had regularly attended. 

He understood the fragmentation of the organization not only as a consequence the co-optation 

of their demands by the two major political parties, but to their platform itself, which neglected 

labor issues in favor of currency reform. 

During this period, the Central Committee was finding its footing and building firmer 

links with the American labor movement. It also continued supporting international causes, such 

as the independence of Ireland. The International’s goal of enlisting the National Labor Union 

was all but dead, and the Central Committee was developing an analysis of the two-party system. 

From a different political perspective, Woodhull was also criticizing the Democrats and the 

 
22 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 27. 
23 Matison, "The Labor Movement and The Negro During Reconstruction," 466. 
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Republicans, while advancing her interpretation of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments as 

enfranchising women.  

 

II. 

At the end of June, Sorge asked the General Council for news of “our Parisian 

Compagnons.” In Europe, the emergence of the Paris Commune shifted the political orientation 

of the International and increased its notoriety. Marx had recently written a pamphlet entitled 

“The Civil War in France,” intended for the European and North American branches of the 

International. For Marx, the Commune was the antithesis of the French empire, not only it 

effectively abolished the monarchy, but that it aimed to do away with class rule altogether. It was 

“the political form at last discovered under which to work out the economical emancipation of 

labor.”24 

In January, the Franco-Prussian War reached a conclusion, as France surrendered to 

Prussia after the defeat of Napoleon III at the battle of Sedan. By the time of the surrender, Paris, 

which had been under siege for several months, was facing imminent famine. The city was 

protected by the National Guard, which had replaced the standing army. The Guard, which was 

largely composed of workingmen, had increased by 90,000 men since the beginning of the 

Prussian siege, and had adopted a democratic structure, with only the highest ranks being 

appointed by the government.25 The Guard’s class composition was significant for Marx, since a 

“victory of Paris over the Prussian aggressor would have been a victory of the French workman 

over the French capitalist and his State parasites.”26 

 
24 Marx and Engels, On the Paris Commune, 71. 
25 Robert Tombs, The Paris Commune, 1871 (New York: Routledge, 2013), 45-46. 
26 Marx and Engels, On the Paris Commune, 49. 
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Upon the surrender, a national election was held on February 8th, which pitted the 

conservative countryside against the city of Paris. The rural electorate voted in 450 royalist 

candidates who favored peace and the reinstatement of the monarchy, whereas Paris elected 

nearly entirely republicans intent on continuing the war.27 While the International and other 

revolutionary groups presented around forty revolutionary candidates, the vast majority of them 

were defeated at the polls. The election propulsed the conservative Adolphe Thiers to power, 

whom Marx denounced as a “the most consummate intellectual expression of [the bourgeoisie’s] 

own class-corruption.”28 

Thiers promptly negotiated and signed an armistice with Prussia on February 24, 1871, 

the terms of this which included a military parade by the Prussian army down the Champs-

Élysées. Anticipating a military encounter, the National Guard rejected their commander and 

reconstituted itself as the Republican National Guard Federation, which was under the control of 

a Central Committee. The International seized on the opportunity, and eventually eleven out of 

the twelve members of this committee were drawn from its ranks. Meanwhile, Thiers moved the 

capital of government from Paris to Versailles, an act widely perceived as an affront to the 

Parisians who had resisted the Prussian siege.29 The move of the capital also led to the Parisian 

bourgeoisie largely fleeing the city to reestablish themselves in Versailles, which had been left 

largely untouched by Prussian occupation.30 

The Paris Commune emerged from a general insurrection against both the government of 

Versailles and the Prussian army. On March 18th, Thiers’s government unsuccessfully attempted 

to disarm Paris by seizing four hundred canons which had been brought to working-class 

 
27 Tombs, The Paris Commune, 62. 
28 Marx and Engels, On the Paris Commune, 52. 
29 Tombs, The Paris Commune, 64-66. 
30 John M. Merriman, Massacre: The Life and Death of the Paris Commune (New York: Basic Books, 2014), 37. 
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neighborhoods by the National Guard. Thiers ordered that the Versailles government abandon 

the city, leading to the Central Committee of the National Guard becoming the de facto 

government of Paris.31 The red flag was flown from the Hôtel-de-ville that evening, marking the 

beginning of the Commune.32 

 The remaining deputies in Paris, alongside the mayors of the arrondissements and the 

Central Committee, called for elections in the city on March 26th. The Federal Council of the 

Paris sections of the International spurred into action, writing an appeal to workers to support the 

Commune. Their demands included the “co-operative organization of credit, exchange, and 

production to enable the worker to receive the full value of his labor,” as well as free secular 

education, the right of assembly, and the freedom of the press. They called for the “Municipal 

control of the Police, the armed forces, public health, statistics, etc.,” and urged workers to vote 

for the Commune at the polls.33 The elections, which Versailles refused to endorse, culminated in 

a majority of seats given to revolutionary, left-wing candidates. The elected municipal council of 

eighty-five representatives shrank to sixty-six as the moderates resigned, and the new council 

named itself “the Paris Commune.”34 

The degree of the International’s involvement with the Paris Commune remains a debated 

topic among historians. In total, thirty-two of the representatives on the Commune Council were 

drawn from the International.35 The General Council in London contributed actively to the 

Commune. Marx’s son-in-law Paul Lafargue relayed information about the unfolding events 
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despite considerable censorship of letters. The Council moved to expel members that sided with 

Versailles over the Commune.36 

By April, France was plunged into a civil war between the Commune and Versailles, the 

city and the countryside.37 The Commune published a declaration to the People of France 

outlining its political program on April 19th, 1871.38 It called for the inauguration of a “new era 

of experimental, positive, and scientific politics.” 39 Marx noted that the Commune had made 

education free, and thus making “science itself freed from the fetters which class prejudice and 

governmental force had imposed upon it.”40 The revolution ushered in by May 18th signaled the 

end of the “governmental and clerical old world, of militarism, of civil service, of exploitation, 

of usury, of monopolies, of privileges to which the proletariat owes its servitude, the nation its 

discontents and disasters.”41 

“The Civil War in France” was republished in several American newspapers sympathetic 

to the International.42 The text was also republished in the Workingman’s Advocate and 

Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, also sent to the World and the Irish People.43  It also circulated 

among the sections of the International, which held meetings to discuss it.44   

The widespread association between the Commune and the International brought in 

tremendous growth in membership, particularly among the French sections.45  In New York, a 

new French section, number 10, was founded in May 1871.46 Other French sections emerged in 
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St. Louis (14), in San Francisco (19), in Springfield, Illinois (17), in Newark (18), and in New 

York (22). A group named the International Republican and Mutual Aid Club (Club International 

Républicain et d’Assistance Mutuelle) in New Orleans joined the International in reaction to the 

events in Paris.47  The San Francisco French section counted ninety-seven members, while the 

biggest German sections’ membership floated around sixty.48 German sections also saw 

moderate growth in New York (13), Williamsburg (21), in Philadelphia (25), and in San 

Francisco (16), which grew from earlier attempts to organize in that city.49 The International also 

recruited a new Irish section in New York.  

In May, the first American section joined the International in the United States.50 Section 

9 drew heavily from the painting trade, including John T. Elliott, John Halberd, and Theodore 

Banks. Banks, the President of the Painters’ Union, represented the new section on the Central 

Committee.51 Section 9 was followed by several new American sections, including Section 20 

(Boston) and 26 (Philadelphia). American Section 23 (Washington, D.C.) affiliated likely 

through Richard Josiah Hinton, who had been earlier in contact with the General Council in 

London. This section was largely composed of journalists and government employees and sent 

copies of Marx’s “Civil War in France” to members of the United States Congress.52 The Central 

Committee was encouraged by the growth and drew from the new wave of recruits to raise funds 

for anthracite miners on strike in Luzerne County, Pennsylvania.53 

 
47 Bulletin de l’union républicain de la langue française, July 15 1871 
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In July 1871, members of the former New Democracy joined the International as 

American Section 12. Its members included William West, Victoria Woodhull, Tennessee 

Claflin, and Stephen Pearl Andrews.54 Section 12 was close to American Section 9 (New York), 

and brought in Section 27 (Vineland, New Jersey), all of whom had ties to the Cosmopolitan 

Conference.55 Section 27 chose as correspondent colonel James Blood, a Civil War veteran and 

Victoria Woodhull’s second husband.56 

Within the North American branch of the International, divergent interpretations of the 

Commune led to different theories of political action. Marx noted that the Commune “was a 

thoroughly expansive political form,” which had been subjected to a “multiplicity of 

interpretations” and a “multiplicity of interests which construed it in their favour.”57 Historian 

Henri Lefebvre wrote that the ideological content of the Commune could be broken down in four 

strains: first, as a patriotic revolt against an invading army; second, as a broad-based republican 

movement opposed to the conservative Versailles government; third, as a rebellion against a 

parasitical State and centralized authority; and lastly, as a revolutionary, proletarian, and socialist 

movement against the bourgeoisie and capitalism. The Commune represented the convergence of 

these ideologies within one social and political movement.58 This was reflected among Parisians 

making sense of the new government, as well as Americans learning about the events in France.  

The events in Paris shifted the political center of gravity of the International in the United 

States. The Commune’s ideological currents found their home in the American International. 
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Many of the new American sections focused on the republican principles advocated by the 

Communards, while many of the French sections seized on the events to decry authoritarianism 

and advocate for social revolution. Sorge and Section 1 stuck closer to Marx’s interpretation, 

celebrating what they saw as the first workers’ government.  

Sorge decried the “veno[mous] attacks, columniations & execrations” that the American 

press made on the Paris Commune, as well as upon the International. The American press’ 

relentless attacks on the Communards also had the effect of pushing away support from the 

predominantly Catholic Irish workers of New York, since the Commune was widely regarded as 

atheistic.59 The Irish Catholic press was overwhelmingly hostile to the Commune, with some 

notable exceptions.60 The Central Committee organized a meeting on June 25th with all the New 

York sections to commemorate the June Uprisings of 1848 and the recent fall of the Commune. 

At the meeting, Internationals made speeches in French, German, and English defending the 

workers’ government in Paris.61  

Social reformers and French republicans in New York had diverging interpretations of 

the Commune. Among the American sections, there was confusion as to whether the 

International was behind the events in Paris, and whether political violence was desirable. At a 

meeting of the Cosmopolitan Conference, Frances Rose MacKinley, an affluent woman, free-

lover, and acolyte of Victoria Woodhull, gave a speech that both defended the Commune and 

denounced its “excesses.” She interpreted the Commune as a fight for liberty against tyranny, 

and declared that “[w]e are the Communists of New York.”62 She applauded the Commune’s 
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repudiation of church and state.63  However, she criticized the violence of the Communards, 

which she attributed to the “laboring classes” catching “the first glimpses of the glorious light, 

and s[eeking] the intoxication of vengeance.”64 She promoted Christian education as a 

preventative measure against similar occurrences in the United States, and argued that the Anglo-

Saxon temperament had prevented the outbreak of violence during the American revolution. 

French republicans in the International disapproved of the American social reformers’ 

willingness to denounce the “excesses” of the Commune. Section 2 had chosen the President of 

the Cosmopolitan Conference, Cyrenus Osborne Ward, as one of its representatives, likely 

because of his ability to translate between French and English. Ward wrote a series of articles 

about the International for the Workingman’s Advocate. In his last article of the series, he 

described his travels to France in 1868, during which he was imprisoned as a suspected member 

of the International. He observed that the climate of repression in France fostered the emergence 

of an organization full of “adventurous foreigners; fanatical prophets; starving desperados; 

chronic theorists; and abandoned amazons [...] which the genuine International would discharge 

from service without recommendations to mercy.”65 Describing the Paris Commune, he wrote 

that “the most sickening thing in this awful martyrdom is that the International had a hand in it.” 

Ward opposed the “bellicose” tendencies of the French part of the International to the more sober 

English, German, and Belgian branches of the organization.  Ward closed his article by 

criticizing political violence in the name of the Commune and highlighting how the International 

in other countries. Ward’s views on the French branch of the International sparked a controversy 

 
63 For her advocacy for free love, see a dismissive article in the New York Dispatch, October 29, 1871. She gave 

another speech on the Commune in San Francisco in 1872. San Francisco Examiner, June 19, 1872. 
64 Workingman’s Advocate, July 29th, 1871. 
65 Ward’s article appeared alongside an editorial by the Workingman’s Advocate that denounced the vilification of 

the International in the American press. Workingman’s Advocate, July 8th, 1871.  



185 

 

among Section 2. At their meeting, members of the section asked Ward to explain his views, 

after which they rebuked him for having disavowed the Parisian revolutionaries.66  

To French republicans in New York, the Commune was nothing short of a social 

revolution. A front-page article in the Bulletin de l’Union républicane de la langue française 

viewed the Commune as the culmination of four great historical struggles for equality: the first 

for the abolition of slavery, the second for freedom of thought, the third for the abolition of the 

monarchy and hereditary titles, and the fourth for equality in production, consumption, and 

exchange. This last struggle, which had begun with the French revolution of 1789, had 

culminated in 1871 and led to the foundation of the International.67 

The Central Committee’s report to the General Council in August 1871 was one of its 

most definitive statements against reformism. Written by Sorge, the document was signed by 

representatives of all sections. 68  The report offered an analysis of the International’s lack of 

purchase among American workers, citing class mobility and the influence of social reformers as 

obstacles to overcome.  In the United States, there was a great increase in capitalist production, 

which had not led to a concurrent rise in class consciousness among American workers. The 

report explained that the vast majority of American workers were immigrants from Europe who 

had moved to the United States in order to improve their conditions. Sorge added in parenthesis 

that in California, these immigrants were “Coolies, imported under contract.” Referring to the 

dream of class mobility, Sorge wrote that “[r]his delusion” had “transformed itself in a sort of 

creed,” as economic independence was increasingly unachievable for workers. Moreover, the 

press and the employers stoked the narrative of self-improvement to their own advantage. The 

 
66 Bulletin de l'Union républicaine de la langue française, August 1st, 1871.  
67 Ibid., May 15th, 1871. 
68 The report was signed by Theodore Banks, Conrad Carl, Debuchy, John Devoy, William West, and Benoît 

Hubert. 
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International had built its base among immigrant workers, though Sorge noted that despite the 

organization’s contact with Fenians, it had largely failed to win over the Irish working class due 

to prevalence of “religious and political prejudices.”69 

From this picture, another stumbling block emerged. The report described the rise of 

“socalled Reform Parties,” primarily headed by philanthropists and men of science motivated by 

moral considerations. Sorge almost certainly implicated Section 12 when he described the 

tendency of these parties to “assert [that] the emancipation of labor or rather the welfare of 

mankind could be obtained peacefully and easily by universal suffrage, glittering educational 

measures, benevolent and homestead societies, universal language, and other schemes and 

systems.”70 Reform Parties could only understand “the surface of the question of labor,” and 

therefore recommended panaceas that would address the symptoms of class division, but not the 

cause. To this problem, the report added the “wrong guidance of the labor movement itself,” 

citing the reformist tendencies within the NLU. Sorge dismissed the demand for currency reform 

as a “question brought up by both parties of the ruling class, whenever an election is 

impending.”71 The Central Committee’s main task was to defend the International against 

“political jobbers” and reformists.72 For this reason, the Central Committee asked for the support 

of the General Council of the International. Despite the fact that the Committee, which was 

composed almost exclusively of workingmen, had consistently upheld the views of the 

International, the General Council had instead “paid more attention till now to the scribblers,” in 

reference to newspaper editors and journalists.73 Notwithstanding its grim analysis of the 

 
69 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 43. 
70 Since Sorge had noted earlier in his report that Section 12 was working towards these goals, the remark was likely 

aimed at them. Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 40. 
71 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 42.  
72 Ibid., 42.  
73 Ibid., 44.  
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situation in the United States, the report noted that the “sublime struggle” of the Paris Commune 

had brought “more intelligent workingmen” into the International. 

Antagonism was deepening between the American sections and the Central Committee 

for the United States. The Committee accused Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly of spreading 

incorrect information about the organization.74 Members of Section 12 were promoting ideas 

around individual sovereignty and universal language, the type of social reform that Sorge had 

denounced. One of Section 12’s more prominent members, Stephen Pearl Andrews, theorized a 

new model for a world government. During this period, he wrote and published the Basic Outline 

of the Principles of Universology, a hefty tome numbering more than six hundred pages. He 

drew from influences including Comte, Fourier, and Swedenborg, as well as to a lesser extent, 

Hegel. As the name indicates, the work was dedicated to explaining “the new Science of 

Universology,” a social science that would encompass all other branches of knowledge.75 The 

text called for a “New Catholic Church” that would reconcile the religions of the world, though 

Andrews pointed out that the “God-Conceptions of the older and less leading Religions of the 

World, Hindoo, Chinese, etc. have never risen into the True Spiritual Domain.”76Andrews 

advertised a “New Scientific Universal Language,” named Alwato, for which he provided a 

dictionary.77  

Andrew's writings grew out of his prewar idea of a spiritual government named 

“Pantarchy,” for which he penned a constitution under the pseudonym Andrusius Pantarchus in 

 
74 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, September 23rd, 1871. 
75Stephen Pearl Andrews, The basic outline of universology. An introduction to the newly discovered science of the 

universe; its elementary principles; and the first stages of their development in the special sciences. Together with 

preliminary notices of Alwato (ahl-wah-to), the newly discovered scientific universal language, resulting from the 

principles of universology, (New York, D. Thomas, 1872) 
76 Ibid., viiin1, lxxviii. 
77Alwato, Andrews argued, was not an invention, but “in the strictness of the term, a discovery.” Andrews, The 

Basic Outline of Universology, xxvii. 
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1860.78 “The Pantarchy,” he wrote, “is a Grand Composite Order of Government, [...] 

reconciling with each other, in a compound harmony, the Monarchical, the Aristocratic, and the 

Democratic Principles.”79 The Pantarch, which Andrews left few doubts would be himself, 

would “organize [...] a Court, and a veritable Aristocracy, beginning in Democratic America, 

and extending to all parts of the world.”80 While Andrews’ exact ideas around universology 

remained obscure to anyone but the most determined reader, he nonetheless played an influential 

role within Section 12 and the Cosmopolitan Conference.  

Andrews was also publishing articles in Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly in which he 

defended free love and rejecting the legal institution of the family. The sexual relationship, for 

Andrews, was sacred and therefore above the law. The detractors of free love, in his view, 

associated it to debauchery. “[E]very man who believes that free love is naturally licentious,” he 

wrote, “is self-convicted of being a whoremonger, and every woman who believes it is self-

convicted of being a strumpet.”81 

At the end of the summer, the Central Committee still entertained hopes of wooing 

American workers to the International. However, social reformers and republicans within the 

International tended to deemphasize the importance of workers’ demands for justice in the 

workplace, looking instead at demands for peace and democracy. On September 13th, 1871, 

twenty to twenty-five thousand workers in New York assembled in a mass procession for the 

eight-hour day.82 By every report, the demonstration was impressive and orderly. The 

Workingman’s Advocate reported on the event as the “Largest Display Ever Made by the 

 
78Andrusius Pantarchus [Stephen Pearl Andrews], Constitution or organic basis of the Pantarchy, (New York: 

Baker and Godwin,1860)  
79 Ibid., 8. 
80 Ibid., 10. 
81 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, September 23rd, 1871.  
82 Schlüter, Die Internationale in Amerika, 127. 
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Workingmen of America.”83 Six to eight thousand stonecutters marched near the front, all 

wearing leather aprons. Plasterers carried a canon with a banner emblazoned with the words 

“Peaceably if we can, Forcibly if we must.”84 The International handed out flyers based on the 

“Working Day” chapter of the first volume of Marx’s Capital.85French and German sections 

marched together, carrying five “blood red” flags and “looked every inch Communists.”86 

Notably, the New York Herald attributed the size of the demonstration to the sinister influence 

of the International, arguing that workmen would hardly accept to work for eight hours if their 

wages were cut.87   

For Sorge, this event was the most promising sign of the growth of the International yet. 

In his report to the General Council, he noted how trade unions had cheered enthusiastically at 

the sight of the red flag.88 Sorge also remarked on the presence of a group of black artisans from 

Brooklyn marched near the end of the procession, led by a marching band.89  He noted the 

significance of black labor associations in a demonstration organized by English workers, adding 

in parentheses that the “German unions having treated them as equals already years ago.”  

Sorge’s enthusiasm for the march was not shared across all the sections of the 

International. The URLF’s bulletin was cynical about the power of a demonstration to sway the 

United States government and capitalist interests into enforcing the eight-hour day. However, the 

bulletin noted that the advantage of the march would be to show the working class its numerical 

 
83 Workingman’s Advocate, September 23rd, 1871. 
84 New York Herald, September 14th, 1871. 
85 This was pamphlet was cleverly styled as an address to the employer demanding the “normal working day.” The 

flyer defined the concepts of labor-power and surplus value. It also lampooned employers: “You may be a model 

citizen, perhaps a member of the society for the prevention of cruelty to animals, you may even have the odour of 

saintship about you, but no heart beats in the bosom of the thing you represent towards me.” “The Workingmen’s 

Voice to the Employer,” International Workingmen’s Association Papers, Box 1, Folder 10, Wisconsin Historical 

Society. 
86 These were French sections 2 and 10 (New York) and 18 (Newark). The Sun (New York), September 14th, 1871. 
87 New York Herald, September 14th, 1871. 
88 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 61. 
89 Workingman’s Advocate, September 23rd, 1871. 
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power in New York.90 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly took no notice of the march in the issues 

of the paper published after the event. Instead, they republished an article responding to the New 

York Herald’s accusations that the International was a dangerous, communist organization. The 

article noted that the International were “[n]ot Communists, though some of the Internationals 

may be Communists, as some of the criminals in the dock to-day are Roman Catholics, 

Protestants, Scotchmen.” While Communists were the “enemies of the human race,” the 

International, on the other hand, stood for the promotion of education and the  abolition of 

borders and wars.91  

II. 

 

In Europe, the conflict between Marx and Bakunin was coming to a head. Marx and 

Bakunin’s disagreement centered on the orientation of working-class organizations towards the 

State. Both hailed the Paris Commune as a harbinger of revolutions to come. While Marx 

understood the Commune as the seizure of the state by the proletariat, Bakunin, in contrast, 

asserted that the rejection of the state was the most salient feature of the Commune. Bakunin 

argued that “[c]ontrary to the belief of the authoritarian communists,” the Communards had 

shown that “revolution could neither be made nor brought to its full development except by the 

spontaneous and continuous action of the masses, the groups and associations of the people.”92 

This perspective on revolution was translated into a strong advocacy for decentralization within 

the International. Bakunin was part of the Alliance for Socialist Democracy, an anarchist 

organization which applied to join the International, and to the Jura Federation in Switzerland, 

 
90 Bulletin de l’union républicaine de la langue française, September 9th, 1871. 
91 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, September 16, 1871. 
92 Mikhail Bakunin, “The Paris Commune and the Idea of the State,” in Robert Graham (ed.), Anarchism: A 

Documentary History of Libertarian Ideas, vol. 1, (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 2005), 104-105. 
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named after the Jura mountains. This faction had split off from the Romande Federation, which 

represented Switzerland at the Congress of the International.  

To settle the immediate organizational questions brought by the Bakuninist organizations, 

the General Council, which due to the war had not held its regular Congress, decided to meet in a 

private conference in London from September 17 to 23.93 The Central Committee in North 

America declined to send a delegate, preferring to raise funds for the refugees of the 

Commune.94  While the Conference also voted on important resolutions, including a plan for 

organizing agricultural producers and for the formation of working women’s branches, its main 

object was to settle the conflict between advocates and opponents of centralization.95  

The London conference aimed to discourage splits between national branches, and 

enacted restrictions on the forms that sections could take. It ruled against the use of sectarian 

names in the designation of sections, such as “Positivists, Mutualists, Collectivists, 

Communists,” and that no separate sections could be formed for the accomplishment of “special 

missions,” such as propaganda.96 This resolution was targeted at the International Alliance of 

Socialist Democracy.  The organization was “established entirely within the big International 

Working Men’s Association, but having a special mission to study political and philosophical 

questions on the basis of the grand principle of universal and genuine equality of all human 

beings on earth.”97 The International Alliance of Socialist Democracy’s claim to membership in 

the International was  overruled by the General Council, which judged that “the presence of a 

second international body operating within and outside the International Working Men’s 

 
93 Documents of the First International, vol. 4, 22-23. 
94 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 45. 
95 Documents of the First International, vol. 4, 443. 
96 Ibid., 441. 
97 Documents of the First International, vol. 3, 379-380. 
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Association will be the most infallible means of its disorganisation.”98 The Council also ruled 

that the Jura Federation should rejoin the Romande Federation.99 All these resolutions were 

meant to prevent the emergence of decentralized bodies that would operate separately from the 

International, while still claiming membership within it. 

The Conference’s most notable resolution, however, concerned political action. It 

denounced the way in which the principles of the International had been mistranslated, leading to 

ambiguity about the means of seizing political power.  It advocated that the only recourse of the 

working class against exploitation was to form “itself into a political party, distinct from, and 

opposed to, all old parties formed by the propertied classes.”100 The economic emancipation of 

the proletariat could therefore only be achieved through political action.101 

Coinciding with the very last day of the London Conference, Section 12 issued its own 

appeal to the workers of the United States, which called for an alternative structure for the 

International in the United States, and a different interpretation of its principles. While the 

political content of the appeal was markedly different from the anarchist line taken by the 

Bakuninists in Europe, the problem that it posed for the International was similar, in that it called 

for a new organization that would eventually overtake the Central Committee.  Written by 

William West, the address emphasized women’s rights. The International’s goal was “to 

emancipate the laborer, male and female, by the conquest of political power.” West explained 

that this meant first and foremost the “Political Equality and Social Freedom of man and woman 

alike.” By social freedom, he meant freedom from interference in personal matters, including 

religious affiliation, sexual relations, as well as “habits of dress, diet, and the like.” Political 
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equality meant the right to participate of all citizens in the legislative affairs of the country, 

including administration and enforcement. The proposition also meant, in an echo from the 

republican organizations described in Chapter 2, the “establishment of a Universal Government, 

based primarily on Equality of Rights and Reciprocity of Duties in the matter of Production and 

Distribution of Wealth.” This would extend to the “abolition of traffic in land, labor, and 

money.” West added to this a critique of marriage. He argued that love should cease to be “made 

the subject of trade, within or without the pale of matrimony.”  

Alongside a new interpretation of the International’s principles, West’s appeal laid out a 

new plan for the formation of American sections. First, sections would be founded according to 

electoral districts, which would then report to municipal councils. State Committees would then 

be formed, which would in turn would correspond to a United States National Congress. Distinct 

from a centralized, executive body, this Congress would then be limited by the “principal [sic] of 

the Referendum and qualified by that of the Popular Initiative.” West envisioned this form of 

organization as culminating into an alternative form of government for the United States.  The 

statement’s language suggested that American sections’ support for the Central Committee was a 

marriage of convenience until it would eventually be superseded by the new structure. West 

specified that a centralized congress or committee would not be able to gather all State 

Committees under its aegis, and that even if it could, it would likely be undesirable. He conceded 

that “until the work is well advanced, the New York Central Committee must be recognized, and 

the election thereto by new Sections is indispensable.”102 The General Council of the 

International in London received a letter from Section 12 applying for the leadership of the North 
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American branch of the International, which was read out at their meeting in October.103 Marx 

informed Sorge about the letter in November.104 

Sorge sounded the alarm to the General Council that Section 12 was trying to spread its 

own ideas about the International.105 He attempted to dispel any idea that the manifesto signed by 

West was connected to the International, writing to Richard Josiah Hinton of Section 23 

(Washington, DC) that it had been written without any approval whatsoever from the Central 

Committee.106 He wrote to a prospective American affiliate in Philadelphia that sections should 

be composed of workingmen who understand “their position towards Capital & modern 

society.”107 By November he reported a “lively and warm discussion” among the sections on the 

Appeal.108 

Meanwhile, Victoria Woodhull and Tennessee Claflin escalated their suffrage campaign, 

by attempting to cast ballots in the New York state election of 1871. Though they were turned 

away from several voting stations, they were eventually successful.109 They were responding to 

the National Woman Suffrage Association’s call for women to register themselves as voters. 

Woodhull and Claflin’s strategy grew out of the New Departure in the women’s suffrage 

movement following the passage of the Reconstruction Amendments.110 The sisters refined a 

political strategy for the attainment of women’s suffrage, as opposed to the other currents of the 

 
103 See Marx’s letter to Sorge. Documents of the First International, vol. 4, 305. Sorge, Briefe und Auszüge aus 
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movement which relied on the courts to define citizenship. Alongside her agitation in the 

International, Woodhull testified to Congress about women’s political equality.111 

On November 19th, Sorge and Section 1 moved to expel Section 12 and its sympathizers 

in a procedural maneuver.  Since the Central Committee’s mandate was provisional and its term 

was set to expire at the end of 1871, they simply let the body dissolve with the goal of 

immediately reconstituting a Council without the offending sections.112 At the Central 

Committee’s final meeting, the majority of delegates voted to adjourn, and meet again on the 

first Sunday of December.113 The vote passed nineteen to five, with the dissident sections 

effectively expelled.114 This measure was taken to address the “dissensions and disputes 

engendered by the publications and acts of Section 12.”115 Sorge promptly informed the other 

sections that the decision made in self-defense to preserve “the character of a labor movement,” 

by being “an organization of workingmen.”116 

French Section 2 (New York) sided with Section 12, describing the actions of Sorge and 

his associates as dictatorial.117 They tended to see the American sections as primarily concerned 

with the extension of republican liberty through the extension of the vote. They viewed the 

resolution of the conflict between labor and capital as an extension of the republican project, and 

viewed Section 1 with suspicion.  

In response, the Section 12 and its supporters formed several sections that would join the 

International on the basis of their Appeal.118 On December 3rd, twenty delegates showed up to 
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117 Le Socialiste, December 9th, 1871. 
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represent these new sections. To their surprise, they were informed that the Federal Council had 

already met and decided to reconstitute itself. The delegates asked how a decision could have 

already been made without holding the regular meeting. In response, Sorge questioned their 

mandates, informing them that they should deposit their credentials to the office and receive a 

response within fifteen days. Their lack of mandate, however, meant that they could not attend 

the meeting of the Federal Council. Benoît Hubert of Section 2, who has been the Treasurer for 

the International, questioned the constitutionality of the move. According to Sorge, the 

confrontation between the dissident sections and the newly formed Council nearly led to physical 

violence.119 The Federal Council and the disgruntled sections, including Section 2, held a counter 

meeting on Grand Street, where they accepted the credentials of all. They voted in a President 

and provisional Secretary, as well as a temporary Constitution, thus inaugurating a new Federal 

Council.120  

 Section 1 and its affiliates met at the Tenth Ward Hotel on Forsyth Street, and Section 12 

and its supporters met at Spring or Prince Street, which are the names that were used by either 

side to refer to the competing Federal Councils.121 I will also use these names in referring to 

them. Both Councils drew a similar number of sections, with the Tenth Ward Council’s 

membership mostly drawn from German, Irish, and some of the American sections, and the 

Spring Street Council drawing the majority of French and American sections, with some German 

support.  While the rules of the International called for sections to have at least ten members, 

many of them varied considerably in size.  

 
119 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 82. 
120 Le Socialiste, December 9th, 1871.  
121 For the sake of clarity, I will refer to the council that met at Spring Street and Prince Street only as the Spring 

Street Council. French Section 2 met regularly at No. 100 Prince Street. Bulletin de l’union républicaine de la 

langue française, June 1st, 1870. 
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The two competing Councils would have to appeal to the General Council of the 

International for legitimacy. Eccarius continued to correspond with the Spring Street Council, 

sending them relevant documents on the rules and statutes of the International to distribute to 

new sections.122 The Tenth Ward Council was in regular contact with Marx. Within the Tenth 

Ward Council, Sorge was elected in charge of foreign correspondence, and Frederick Bolte, a 

cigarmaker and early member of the International, took up communication with the sections. 

John T. Elliott, a housepainter, was named General Secretary for the Spring Street Council.123 

Two days after the adjournment of the Central Committee, Section 12 received an answer 

to their application for leadership of the International from the General Council. Eccarius wrote 

that no separation from the Central Committee was necessary, and that they could achieve their 

goals by recruiting more American-born members to ensure its representation, or even its 

majority, in the American Central Committee.124 Despite the letter being clearly written prior to 

their expulsion, the Spring Street Council interpreted the letter as affirming their position in their 

split with the Tenth Ward Council. Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly republished Eccarius’ letter 

under the title “Section 12 Sustained.”  

The ruling, however, was not as straightforward as the newspaper headline would 

indicate. The third point of the ruling indicated that sections were free to extend “the Association 

among their own nationalities,” a nod to the General Council in London’s view that the 

International should solicit the allegiance of more American-born members.125 This was not, 

however, a new manner of proceeding for the International, which had always encouraged 

sections to organize among their national groups. In reprinting the ruling, Section 12 also 
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criticized the requirements to join the Tenth Ward Hotel as being “an alien, of the masculine 

gender, and a slave.”126  

In Europe, the General Council was dissatisfied with the Central Committee’s dissolution 

and Sorge’s lack of patience in dealing with Section 12. Engels wrote to Wilhelm Liebknecht 

that Sorge had overstepped and should have awaited correspondence from the General Council. 

“Had they only waited just 1 day before staging their coup d'état,” he wrote, “they would have 

had the answer from here, which would have rendered it superfluous.”127  

The kernel of the argument between the two factions was over proletarian revolution and 

the extension of suffrage. Prior to the split, on October 22nd, Section 12 voted to remonstrate 

against the Central Committee, which they argued had no authority over their right to interpret 

the statutes of the International. Moreover, Section 12 added that “Political Equality and Social 

Freedom of all alike, of all races, both sexes, and every condition,” were “necessary precursors 

of the more radical reforms demanded by the International.”128  Section 12 also answered to the 

criticism of using “citizen” in their Appeal instead of “workingmen,” which was the custom of 

the Central Committee. They argued that they used the term to refer both to “native-born and 

naturalized,” as well as to men and women.129  West justified Section 12’s different 

interpretation of the class composition of the International, “remonstrating against the vain 

assumption [...] that the I.W.A. is an organization of the laboring classes, which refuses, or at 

least does not invite, the co-operation of any of the other class.”130  Section 12 portrayed the 

Central Committee as being “[u]nder the rule of men entirely foolish, and very small.”  
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In a bizarre defense, Section 12 also answered the charge that their Appeal “attribute[d] 

to the Paris Commune in any way (even by implication), the excesses committed by the 

proletarian, democratic revolutionists of other times,” citing that they in fact supported the 

uprisings.131 In fact, West’s original appeal had contained the following criticism of the Central 

Committee, which also indicted the Paris Commune: 

“What have been termed the excesses of democratic proletarian revolutions in 

other countries have been occasioned by just such committees blindly leading where none 

understandingly followed. The successes of similar revolutions in this country must not 

be hindered nor marred nor disgraced by similar excesses.”132 

 

Whereas Marx and Bakunin argued over the proletariat’s orientation towards the State, 

Section 12 argued that women attaining the right to vote was more important than the conflict 

between labor and capital. The section argued for the International to cut across class and enlist 

members of the bourgeoisie within its ranks.  
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Tenth Ward Council Spring Street Council 

Section 

Number 

Language Location Section 

Number 

Language Location 

1 German New York, NY 2 French New York 

4 German Chicago, IL 6 German New York 

5 German Chicago, IL 8 German Williamsburgh, 

NY 

7 Irish New York, NY 9 American New York 

8 German Williamsburgh, 

NY 

12 American New York 

10 French New York 13 German New York 

16 German San Francisco, 

CA 

14 French Saint-Louis, MO 

21 German Williamsburg, 

NY 

15 French New Orleans, LA 

23 American Washington, 

DC 

17 French Springfield, IL 

24 Irish New York 18 French Newark, NJ 

25 German Philadelphia, 

PA 

22 French New York, NY 

28 Irish New York 26 American Philadelphia, PA 

29 French Patterson, NJ 27 American Vineland, NJ 

 

Table 1: The Sections of the Competing Councils of the International Workingmen’s Association 

in December, 1871.133 

 

 
133 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, December 16, 1871; Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 35, 63, 75. Both 

Councils claimed German Section 8 (Williamsburgh, NY).  American Section 20 (Boston) and Czech Section 3 

(New York) were inactive by the time of the split. The locations for Sections 28 and 29 were not provided in the 

letterbook of the Federal Council. The Federal Council also reported that two new German sections in Chicago and 

Philadelphia, and one Scandinavian section in Chicago joined on December 17th, 1871, for which I did not find 

numbers. 
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III. 

The newly formed Spring Street Council sought to invoke the Paris Commune in its 

earliest days by organizing a mass demonstration. By the end of November, the Versailles 

government crushed what little was left of the Commune and executed its leaders. The French 

International responded sharply, taking the pages of Le Socialiste to condemn the Thiers 

government “assassins.”134 

In early December, Wendell Phillips announced an upcoming funeral procession for the 

martyrs of the Commune organized by the Spring Street Council at the beginning of one of his 

speeches.135 Before he began his speech at Steinway Hall, titled “Labor and its Relation to 

Capital,” he read a note that had been handed to him. The piece of paper announced that a group 

of workingmen strongly disapproved of Adolphe Thiers’s actions.  

Phillips’ speech defended the Paris Commune. He was one of the few public figures in 

the United States to do so. “Never had there been made in the history of the human race,” he 

said, “a more disinterested effort for liberty.” The speech also contained a warning, however, of 

the potential of recreating such a situation in the United States. Phillips cautioned the audience 

that he “was a capitalist,” and therefore did not believe that poverty could be abolished entirely. 

However, he outlined a solution by which inequality could be solved in the United States. He 

argued that trade unions were “the great educators of republics,” and they could be organized 

into political parties that would inaugurate cooperation, abolishing the division between capital 

and labor. 

 
134 On November 28th, 1871, Rossel, Ferré, Crémieux, and Bourgeois were executed by the Versailles government. 

Le Socialiste, December 2nd, 1871.  
135 The Sun (New York), December 7, 1871; New York Herald, December 7, 1871.  
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The march that Phillips referred to, which grew out of the Spring Street Council’s first 

meeting, was scheduled for 10 o’clock that Sunday, in order to allow workingmen to attend it.136  

The New York Police Commissioner banned the march. His rationale was that “the funeral 

pageant was especially calculated to draw forth the idle and vicious classes,” and that the 

procession would cross several churches and disturb parishioners. The reaction of the police was 

likely fuelled by the perception that the Commune had acted against Christian institutions.  The 

International responded by explaining that the funeral march was a solemn event and a “religious 

rite in memory of the dead,” but did not manage to gain an exemption from the police chief.137 In 

the end, some of the marchers chose to defy the police orders. 

On the morning of the march on December 10th, the entire police force of New York City 

was on duty. A crowd began assembling around the Cooper Institute a little after noon, including 

French, English, German, Italian, Irish, and American members of the International. One of them 

quipped to the New York Sun’s reporter that they were appearing not as the International, but as 

citizens. Theodore Banks of Section 9, who was named the Grand Master of the procession, 

appeared at the Institute and urged the crowd to disperse.  Against his wishes, George Allen, the 

secretary of his section, began marching at the corner of 8th Street and 4th Avenue with a banner 

that read: “I.W.A. No. 9 The Spirit of the Commune expands as the axe of the executioner falls 

upon the necks of the martyrs.” He was joined by John Halberd, an English painter, and headed a 

steadily growing march, which grew to a large number by the time they reached Stuyvesant 

Square, when the police dispersed the march.138 Five men were arrested.139 The actions of the 

 
136 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, December 16, 1871; The Sun (New York), December 11, 1871.  
137 New York Sun, December 11, 1871. 
138 Ibid. 
139 The arrested men were George Allen, John Halberd, Hugh McGregor, a jeweller from London, Frederick 

Materne, an apothecary from Breslau, and Justus Schwab, a cement mason from Frankfort-on-the-Main. Banks was 

also arrested, but immediately released. 
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police provoked a strong response. As the police marched the workingmen to the station, 

onlookers unfurled red flags from their windows, and a crowd of around seventy-five began 

following the police, chanting “Long live the Commune! Long live the Universal Republic!”140  

The Cosmopolitan Conference immediately kicked into gear. They passed resolutions 

condemning the intervention of the police as a “violation of individual liberty and the rights of 

man, of the spirit and intent of our Government, and an insult to the spirit of our age,” castigating 

the actions of the government as despotic. The Conference appointed a committee to check on 

the prisoners, bringing them tobacco and matches, and taking collections to provide the prisoners 

with food. French section No. 2 also held a well-attended meeting, at which Banks called for the 

“delegates of every organization in the city, whether included in the International or not,” to 

prepare for the demonstration on the next Sunday. He also proposed a further mass meeting at 

the Cooper Institute to denounce the actions of the police.141 Meanwhile, Section 1 of the 

International met at the Tenth Ward Hotel. They had recused themselves from participating in 

the march, arguing that “no moral result would be achieved by such action. For this reason, they 

did not express any “sympathy [...] for the imprisoned.”142  

The arrested men were held overnight. The next day, members of the International 

gathered at the Jefferson Market Police Court, who cheered when the men were released with no 

charges.143 On Monday, the Spring Street Council held a special meeting that drew a crowd 

composed of Americans, English, German, Italian, Cuban, Swiss, and French participants. 

William West suggested a strategy in which members of the International would march, let 

 
140 J.M. Colombani of the Belmont Hotel offered to cover the bail, but the offer was rejected. Tägliche Baltimore 

Wecker, December 12, 1871;  New York Sun, December 11, 1871.  
141 The Sun (New York), December 11, 1871.  
142 New York Sun, December 11, 1871; New York Sun, December 11, 1871New York World, December 18, 1871. 
143 Tägliche Baltimore Wecker, December 12, 1871. 
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themselves get arrested, and take legal action against the police until their right to demonstrate 

was upheld. Ultimately, the meeting decided that they would try to obtain permission from the 

police to hold the funeral demonstration on December 17th, failing which Banks would travel to 

Albany to obtain permission.144 

On December 17th, the Spring Street Council held the march, which propulsed the 

International to national attention.145 The event was attended by between three and ten thousand 

participants from a broad range of national groups, including Polish, German, English, Italian, 

French, Swiss, and Irish participants, with somewhere between 50 and 100,000 spectators 

attending.  Refugees of the Commune walked on either side of a two-tiered hearse adorned with 

flowers and red flags and carrying a rosewood coffin, which was inscribed with “Honor to the 

Martyrs of the Universal Republic.” Immediately behind marched a large contingent of Cuban 

nationalists, holding a flag embroidered with the words “Cuba y Venezuela,” which had been 

sent by Venezuelan seamstresses. The presence of Cuban nationalists in the march, not heard of 

in any event organized by the International up to then, shows the continuity between the 

organization and its predecessors in the United States, the Society of the Universal Republic and 

the International Association. 

By appealing to the principles of the Commune, the march also upheld equal rights and 

social equality, particularly racial equality. Indeed, many members of the newly formed Spring 

Street Council had a history of interracial organizing.146 In preparation for the march, Banks 

published an appeal in New York newspapers stipulating that the march would make no 

 
144 Le Socialiste, December 16th, 1871.  
145The literature on this event is extensive, with broad consensus that the march attracted broad interest in the 

International. Messer-Kruse, Yankee International, 213-216; Bernstein, First International, 90; Amanda Frisken, 

Victoria Woodhull’s Sexual Revolution, 44.  
146 Messer-Kruse, Yankee International, 213. 
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distinction of race or nationality, inviting black Americans to march. According to Le Socialiste, 

a black man, a German man, and a French man marched arm-in-arm behind Tennessee Claflin, 

Victoria Woodhull, Stephen Pearl Andrews, and Colonel Blood.147 Woodhull carried a flag that 

said: “Section 12: Complete Political and Social Equality of Both Sexes.”148 

New York newspapers commented on the presence of black New Yorkers in the crowd 

and in the march.149 Remarking on the Cuban League of New York’s presence at the march, the 

New York World noted that:  

“Quite a number were not of the Caucasian race however, but nevertheless placed 

in the ranks without the least distinction as to race or color, the Cuban mulatto and black 

being found in many files side by side with his fellow-countrymen of the fairer race, all 

in perfect concordance no doubt with the Internationals' demand for "liberty, equality, 

and fraternity," particularly the two last.”150 

 

The Sun’s comment on “liberty, equality, and fraternity,” demonstrates how the 

International was seen as a republican organization devoted to social and racial equality. The 

American press was also quick to note the presence of a a militia of thirty-six black soldiers, the 

Skidmore Light Guard, in the march.151 The Hawkins Zouaves, a white marching band drawn 

from a veteran volunteer infantry regiment reconstituted after the Civil War, refused to march 

along with a black militia and hurled racist abuse upon them. Theodore Banks was called upon to 

mediate, taking the Skidmore Light Guard’s side.152 In the end, a compromise was reached 

 
147 Frances Rose MacKinley also attended. New York Herald, December 18th, 1871; Le Socialiste (New York), 

December 23rd 1871. 
148 The Sun (New York), December 18th, 1871. 
149 Ibid. 
150 New York World, December 18, 1871. 
151 Some newspaper accounts place the Skidmore Guards at the front of the march, while others note that they 

marched behind the hearse. The Guards likely moved during the parade. The Skidmore Guards were headed by 

Captain Brown, along with Sergeant T.B. Washington and Lieutenants William Clark and J.W.B. Matthews. 
152 The Sun (New York), December 18th, 1871. 
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where Internationals would march between the Hawkins Zouaves and the Skidmore Light 

Guard.153 

The presence of a black militia likely reminded the large crowd attending the march of 

the sacrifice that African Americans had made in the American Civil War, leading to the 

Reconstruction Amendments. This image was reinforced as the procession made its way to 

Union Square, where the Skidmore Light Guard formed a guard of honor in front of the statue of 

Abraham Lincoln. Members of the International saluted the deceased president in an orderly 

procession.154 

The Sun published an interview under the heading “A False Notion of the International” 

in an attempt to illustrate how the organization's aims were misunderstood by the public.  The 

reporter approached a woman who had marched with Woodhull, noting that she was “plainly 

dressed.” When asked whether she was “in sympathy with the Communists,” she affirmed that 

she was, adding that she had “parade[d] to-day to show the world that I want women paid the 

same as men for an equal amount of labor.”155 He asked her whether she believed in the 

redistribution of property, and she answered that she was “slightly” in favor but had not studied 

the question thoroughly. She was, however, in favor of “liberty,” favoring “equal rights 

independent of color, sex or religion.”156 While the interview was undoubtedly intended at 

delegitimizing the International by showing that not all marchers understood its principles, the 

article nonetheless captured a growing tension between a reformist and a communist 

understanding of the goals of the organization. On the whole, however, the march was well-

 
153 Amanda Frisken noted how the proximity of the Skidmore Light Guard to Woodhull and Claflin in depictions 

was exaggerated. Amanda Frisken, Victoria Woodhull’s Sexual Revolution, 44. 
154 Le Socialiste (New York), December 23rd, 1871. 
155 The Sun (New York), December 18th, 1871.  
156 Ibid. 
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received. According to Bernstein, a “revision of American opinion on the International was in 

process in the second half of 1871.”157 The New York World even quipped that the police’s 

attempts to ban the original march were “silly.”158 

After the march, the conflict between the competing Federal Councils was in full force.  

That night, Sorge addressed a long letter to the General Council. With regards to the march, 

Sorge explained that Section 1 and the Tenth Ward Council had refused to take part in its 

organization because of the disorder caused during the first attempt to hold it. However, he 

pointed out that many members of those sections nonetheless attended, in an effort to conceal the 

splits within the International from a broader, middle-class public.  He was particularly 

encouraged that many Irish workers participated in the March.159 

He explained why the Central Committee had dissolved.160 The decision had come from 

heated discussions and repeated votes within the Central Committee over whether to censure 

Section 12 over their appeal. The letter mentioned the parallels between the formation of the 

Spring Street Council and Bakunin’s Alliance.  The threat posed by the new sections was not 

only that some of them were composed entirely of “middle class men (small bourgeois),” but that 

“the majority of their Sections are composed of men of all classes.” For Sorge, this class 

composition within sections led to the domination of bourgeois elements, since they had more 

leisure and money to spare.161 Sorge accused Section 12 of having resorted to nativist arguments, 

which violated the International’s rules.162 He wrote with alarm that a separate correspondence 

had continued with the Spring Street Council, remarking that they had been sent the Statutes of 

 
157 Bernstein, First International, 91. 
158 New York World, December 18, 1871. 
159 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 86. 
160 Ibid., 79-84. 
161 Ibid., 82-83. 
162 Ibid., 80. 
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the organization. He decried how official communication between the International and the 

United States should only be conducted through the General Council.163  

The Spring Street Council’s political program emphasized democratic reform.  By 

January, William West, representative of Section 12, was writing that he remained in full 

agreement with the principles of the New Democracy, detailed in Chapter 3.164 Indeed, in a 

meeting at the end of December, the Spring Street Council set out a program of municipal reform 

that called upon the city to supply gas and coal at cost price for residents. They advocated for the 

city budget and public offices to be directly submitted for vote by the people, and for free 

education. Their proposed Constitution endorsed the principle of the Referendum.165 The 

resolution received unanimous approval, with Section 2 adding a plank in favor of secular 

education.166 

 

IV. 

 

Just as the International had been founded in the United States in response to the Franco-

Prussian War, its membership grew with the advent of the Paris Commune. The new adherents to 

the International saw in the Commune alternatively a new social republic, a workers’ 

government, and a radical democratic experiment.  

Section 12 hoped to spearhead the creation of an International that would serve as a new 

form of government for the United States. In advertising its plans, the section criticized the 

Central Committee of the International and hoped to supercede it, even writing to the General 

 
163 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 86. 
164 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, January 13th, 1872. 
165 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, February 24th, 1872. 
166 Le Socialiste, January 13th, 1872. 
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Council to apply for the leadership of the North American branch. The Central Committee 

reacted furiously, dissolving itself and reconstituting itself without Section 12 and its allies. 

Section 2 was caught in the crossfire, leading it to join the counter council that met at Spring 

Street. 

Despite both being expelled from the International, Section 2 and Section 12 held 

competing political visions that were only briefly united under the banner of republicanism.  

Section 2 had sided with the Spring Street Council in commemorating the martyrs of the 

Commune. Section 12, however, tended to use the language of republicanism to deemphasize 

class differences. 

The year concluded with no official word from the General Council on the legitimacy of 

either Council. While mirroring tensions over centralization within the International in Europe, 

the creation of the Spring Street Council sprang not from anarchist principles, but as a response 

to the Central Committee. Section 12 had wanted to give an American footing to the 

International, but it had also argued in favor of class compromise, a direction that was intolerable 

to Section 1. Moreover, it was broadly suspected of political ambitions.  

The French sections within the Spring Street Council spearheaded a march for their fallen 

compatriots in Paris. This demonstration was one of the most powerful expressions of the 

republican ideas that had blossomed in the International. While the Tenth Ward Council had 

declined to organize the demonstration, its members nonetheless took the streets along with their 

former comrades. For a brief moment, they upheld a vision of a workers’ republic in the streets 

of New York.  
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Chapter 5 

Reform and Revolution: The Battle over the Future of the International, 1872-1873 

  

In the first half of 1872, both the Tenth Ward and the Spring Street Council recruited 

several new sections that extended the geographical reach of the organization and brought in new 

linguistic groups and political tendencies to the International. Whereas the Paris Commune 

highlighted the shared republican aspirations of French and American sections on the Spring 

Street Council, this proximity began fraying as the General Council weighed in favor of the 

legitimacy of the Tenth Ward Council.  

As French sections attempted a reconciliation between the two Councils, whatever 

allegiance they had to Section 12 and its allies was abruptly upon Victoria Woodhull’s 

nomination for President of the United States. Woodhull ran for the newly formed Equal Rights 

Party, which attempted to bring workers into the fold of a coalition for civil rights alongside a 

broad economic agenda. Despite some nods to workers’ interests, including an economic 

platform that drew from the Labor Reform Party, her campaign emerged from her connections 

with the suffrage movement rather than with labor. The American sections of the International 

that supported her nomination had long campaigned for social and political equality, which they 

argued was a precondition to economic emancipation. Woodhull’s direct reference to the 

International’s support led to the departure of a bloc of French sections from the Spring Street 

Council. 

In 1872, the International in London split into two factions, one devoted to centralization 

for which Marx was a figurehead, and the other for autonomy, represented by Mikhael Bakunin. 

William West appeared before the Hague Congress to speak against the expulsion of Section 12, 

but was ultimately defeated in a unanimous decision. These two events were linked not only 
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because they ushered in the move of the General Council from London to New York, but 

because they both centered on the relative autonomy of the sections. 

While both schisms centered on the structure of the organization and the relative 

autonomy of its branches and sections, their political direction was markedly different. 1 

Bakunin’s followers were anarchists who wanted the dissolution of the state, while the American 

sections close to Woodhull wanted to build a political organization that would run parallel to, 

and eventually replace, the American government. Though the dissident factions of the American 

branch of the International attempted to build bridges with the Bakuninists, these efforts soon 

collapsed under the weight of their ideological differences.  

The financial crisis of 1873 ushered in a new phase for the International in the United 

States. Members of all the factions within the organization were briefly brought together to 

organize against unemployment. The Tenth Ward Council, now officially the American 

Federation, issued a manifesto that led to ward-based organizations across New York City. 

Members of the Spring Street Council appealed to the mayor of New York to provide work for 

the unemployed. In a violent episode, demonstrators were clubbed and brutalized by the New 

York police in Tompkins Square Park. The New York press cast its suspicion on members of the 

dissident French sections, who shrugged off the blame. The event galvanized the press and the 

American labor movement into a vicious anticommunist campaign.  

 

I.   

 

 
1Michel Cordillot has outlined how the splits between the Councils into autonomist and centralist sections were not 

simply “the American rendition of the European feud.” Cordillot, “Socialism v. Democracy?” 275.  
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Buoyed by the success of the march in memory of the martyrs of the Paris Commune, the 

Spring Street Council went on a vigorous recruiting drive. In January, the Tenth Ward Council 

reported back to the General Council that the Spring Street Council was increasing sections 

rapidly, but not politically educating its members on the purpose of the International.2  By the 

end of the month there were at least eight new sections, bringing an influx of nearly three 

hundred new members.3 By February, seven more sections joined, and by June, the Spring Street 

Council’s membership hovered around 1,400 and the Tenth Ward, around 950, or in total, about 

half of the peak membership of the International in the United States.4 The Spring Street Council 

recruited beyond New York, and spread in Chicago, Terre Haute, Galveston, and Dallas.5 

The growing number of sections also shifted the political composition of the Spring 

Street Council’s English-speaking sections, attracting social reformers alongside spiritualists. 

Many sections that joined were invested in labor organizing alongside equal rights. In Baltimore, 

four newly formed sections passed resolutions in favor of the eight-hour day, and called for 

women’s salaries to be equivalent to men’s.6 American Section 26 (Philadelphia) favored a 

membership policy that was open to all classes, while endorsing the principle that the 

International was a workers’ organization.7 American Section 35 (New York) organized a 

delegation of sections to join citizens of color in celebrating the anniversary of the Fifteenth 

 
2 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 96-99. 
3 In a letter to Isaac Rehn of Section 26 (Philadelphia), John T. Elliott names English section 35 (30 members), 

French section 36 (40 members), Italian Section 37 (30 men), Spanish section 38 (42 members), American section 

39 in Washington D.C. (25 members), English section 40 in Baltimore, (21 members), English Section 41 in 

Baltimore (12 members), French section 42 in New Jersey (29 member. John T. Elliott to Isaac Rehn, January 31st, 

1872. Papers of the International Workingmen’s Association, Box 2, Folder A.  
4These are Bernstein’s estimates. Bernstein, First International, 129. 
5 Le Socialiste, April 13th, 1872. 
6 Le Socialiste, March 9th, 1872. 
7 Minutes of the Meetings of the Philadelphia Section of the International Workingmen’s Association, October 9, 

1871, to March 10, 1873, Papers of the International Workingmen’s Association, Box 2, Wisconsin Historical 

Society. 39. 
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Amendment in April.8 American Section 44 (Galveston) attracted backlash from a group of 

white workers who walked out when they designated a committee to organize black workers.9 

This tendency towards equal rights also had its limits.  Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly celebrated 

the inauguration of a new English-speaking section in San Francisco that barred Chinese workers 

from admittance.10 In its rush to grow its ranks, the Spring Street Council also grew more 

heterogenous, attracting a spiritualist section through Woodhull’s connections.11  

Based on its recruitment pattern, the Spring Street Council was not drawing only on 

American networks, but on previous links with European republicans across the United States. 

The new adherents included the first Italian, Cuban, and Spanish sections.12 Revolutionary exiles 

from the Paris Commune also played prominent roles. The French sections of the North 

American branch of the International were ideologically diverse.13 Even prior to the split of the 

two Councils, the sections that grew out of the Union républicaine de la langue française brought 

together a broad church of political philosophies, including democratic socialists, followers of 

Proudhon and Fourier, alongside proponents of cooperatives and utopian communities. All, 

however, shared a broad commitment against authoritarianism.14 As refugees of the Commune 

 
8 New York Herald, March 25th, 1872; Le Socialiste, February 3, 1872 and March 23, 1872. 
9 Galveston Daily News, March 3, 1872. 
10 Timothy Messer-Kruse has argued that the Spring Street Council was more sympathetic to Chinese workers than 

the Tenth Ward Council. The article in Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly suggests otherwise. Woodhull and Claflin’s 

Weekly, December 16th, 1871; Timothy Messer-Kruse, Yankee International, 213-215. 
11 Woodhull courted spiritualists, becoming the President of the American Association of Spiritualists in September 

1871. She also likely facilitated the formation of American Section 40, which published a newspaper named the 

Baltimore Crucible. A copy of the September 1871 edition of the Baltimore Crucible has been preserved by the 

International Association for the Preservation of Spiritualist and Occultist Periodicals, located in Forest Grove, OR, 

and accessible online.  John T. Elliott to Isaac Rehn, February 13th, 1872. Papers of the International Workingmen’s 

Association, Box 2, Folder A. Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, November 2, 1872.  
12 Le Socialiste, January 13th, 1872. 
13 Michel Cordillot, “Les Blanquistes à New-York (1871-1880),” 1848. Révolutions et mutations au XIXe siècle, 

1990 (no.6): 77-92. 
14 The “left-Proudhonian” tendency dominated up to that point. For an overview of Proudhonian ideas in the 

American branch of the International, see Bernstein, First International, 97-100. Cordillot, “Les Blanquistes à New 

York,” 79. 
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filed into New York, the ideas of Auguste Blanqui, who took a leading role in the struggle in 

Paris, influenced the political programme of the French sections.15  Blanquism necessarily 

involved the formation of a secret society that would train revolutionaries to stage a coup-

d’état.16  These views became increasingly prominent in the pages of Le Socialiste, particularly 

through Simon Dereure, a former Communard, who became the editor.17 However, the Blanquist 

perspective was far from unanimous, and the newly formed French sections drew from multiple 

socialist and republican traditions.18 The French sections were undergoing turmoil with some 

older adherents still faithful to the General Council in London, if skeptical of the Tenth Ward 

Council. Other sections were opposed entirely to the centralizing tendencies within the 

International.19 Moreover, news of the split between Marx and Bakunin was making its way into 

the pages of Le Socialiste.20 

The two Federal Councils’ recruitment drives were largely separate, but at times, they 

vied for the allegiance of the older sections, as can be seen in their interaction with American 

section 26 (Philadelphia). At the end of December 1871, Bolte informed the section as to why 

the Central Committee had been dissolved.  Elliott then also wrote to the Philadelphia section to 

disabuse them of Bolte’s narrative, informing them that section 1 now “style[d] itself a Federal 

 
15 The new sections also published two Francophone newspapers, L’Internationale in San Francisco and La 

Commune in New Orleans. Le Socialiste, March 9th, 1872. 
16 Engels defined Blanquism as the belief “that a small and well organized minority, who would attempt a political 

stroke of force at the opportune moment, could carry the mass of the people with them by a few successes at the start 

and thus make a victorious revolution.” Friedrich Engels, “The Program of the Blanquist Fugitives from the Paris 

Commune,” Ernest Untermann (trans.), International Socialist Review, Volume IX, No. 2, August 1908 
17 Cordillot, “Les Blanquistes à New York,” 80. 
18 For example, the newly formed Section 15 (New Orleans) advocated for the formation of a utopian society. Le 

Socialiste, February 3, 1872 
19 Cordillot, “Les Blanquistes à New York,” 79. 
20 Le Socialiste, January 27, 1872 
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Council,” but that this new body was “simply [...] a spasmodic effort on the part of a few 

communists to hold + possess the control of our Asso. in their own interests.”21 

Antagonism in the Spring Street Council between Section 12 and the new sections was 

sharpening. By March, the Spring Street Council censured William West, who they accused of 

disrespecting their Chairman and of publishing a letter that gave the impression that he was a 

founder of the International.22 Other sections within the Spring Street Council were growing 

impatient at receiving no communication from the General Council. While Eccarius had sent a 

letter to Section 12 in November, it was in response to the section’s earlier application for 

leadership of the International. The General Council had not issued a ruling directly on the 

legitimacy of either Council. French Sections 7 and 10 (New York) began having cold feet, 

pulling out until the General Council responded to the issue.23 

The General Council voted on the suspension of Section 12 in its meeting of March 12th, 

1872.24 The suspension was based on William West’s appeal to Americans to build an alternative 

structure for the International, which had not received the approval of the General Council.25 The 

Council reprimanded Section 12 for promoting the right of sections to have their own 

interpretations of the principles of the organization.26 The Council also passed a number of 

resolutions, including one that called for two-thirds of the membership of sections to be 

composed of workers. The General Council was anxious at the rapid growth of sections across 

the United States, worrying that the functioning of the Provisional Federal Council could be 

 
21 John T. Elliott to Isaac Rehn, January 1st, 1872. Papers of the International Workingmen’s Association, Box 2, 

Folder A.  
22 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, March 2nd, 1872. 
23 Le Socialiste, February 3, 1872 
24 Documents of the First International, vol. 4, 122-128. 
25 Ibid., 205.  
26 Le Socialiste (New York), April 27th, 1872. 
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“impaired.”27 In closing, the General Council cited the rule that it had passed at the London 

Congress against “sectarian” sections that were formed for other purposes than the emancipation 

of the working class. Eccarius voted against, and privately told Marx that he would resign as 

correspondent because of the decisions of the General Council.28 Near the end of March, the 

General Council sent its ruling to both the Federal Councils upholding the Tenth Ward Council 

as the legitimate council for North America.  The ruling was deferred to sections for 

discussion.29  

The ruling of the Council provoked a schism in the Spring Street Council between the 

French sections and Section 12 and its allies. West wrote an indignant response to the General 

Council which attacked the organization’s working-class members. Responding to the allegation 

that the International in the United States had seen the “intrusion of ‘bogus reformers, middle 

class quacks, and trading politicians,”  he responded that this fear stemmed “from that class of 

citizens who have nothing better to depend upon than the proceeds of wages slavery.”30 Section 

12 argued that it “would be willing to accept a decision of the General Council against it, and 

take an appeal to Congress,” but that it reserved to the “denounce is suspension as an act of 

usurpation and tyranny which the comparatively free citizens of America will never submit to, 

either within or without the pale” of the International.31 Section 9 passed a resolution at the 

Spring Street Council condemning the General Council for suspending Section 12 without a 

trial.32  

 
27 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, May 4th, 1872. 
28 Sorge, Briefe und Auszüge aus Briefen, 51-52.  
29 The decision was republished in the World, Le Socialiste, and Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly. Le Socialiste, April 

13th, 1872. 
30 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, May 4th, 1872. 
31 Ibid. 
32 New York Herald, April 22nd, 1872. 
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Other sections within the Spring Street Council were not as eager to abandon the General 

Council, having been previously confident that the International in London would rule in their 

favor.  In response to the ruling, the competing Councils attempted to merge back together, with 

the Spring Street Council sending three delegates to the Tenth Ward Council to negotiate.33 The 

Tenth Ward Council replied that it was amenable to a reconciliation on the basis of the 

recommendations of the General Council.34 However, the Spring Street Council refused to accept 

both the two-third workers’ rule and Section 12’s suspension, causing a collapse in 

negotiations.35 

After the ruling, the Spring Street Council also received correspondence from Europe 

leading them to hold out hope for a different outcome. In March, the Spring Street Council had 

contacted Eccarius and Hales, the Secretary for the General Council. They had sent them 

monthly reports of the Council’s activities since January without response. They asked Hales 

why Eccarius had not fulfilled his role as Secretary of the United States.36 Hales finally 

responded after the ruling, striking a reassuring tone. He wrote that the reports he had received 

from Spring Street shed new light on the split and urged them to defend their case before the 

General Council. He cautioned, however, that William West had been wrong to presume that the 

International was not in favor of women’s rights.37 In short, both Eccarius and Hales hoped that 

the conflict would eventually subside and hoped for more Americans to join the International. 

In London, Marx accused Eccarius of fanning the flames of the split and causing the 

collapse in negotiations, leading the General Congress to investigate. Eccarius had declined to 

 
33 Le Socialiste, April 13th, 1872. 
34 Le Socialiste, May 4th, 1872; Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 102. 
35 Le Socialiste, April 27, 1872; Documents of the First International, vol. 4, 168-169. 
36 Le Socialiste, March 9th, 1872. 
37 Ibid., April 27, 1872.  
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send the General Council’s resolutions on the American split to the United States. Marx alleged 

that Eccarius had sent a letter to Spring Street explaining why he had refused to do so. In the end, 

it was Marx and Benjamin Le Moussu, a former Communard and member of the General 

Council, who sent the resolutions to the competing Councils.  At the next meeting, Hales, who 

hated Eccarius, corroborated Marx’s report. He cited correspondence that he had received from 

New York, which detailed a letter that Eccarius had sent to the Spring Street Council. Eccarius 

had charged that members of the General Council we running interference on Spring Street’s 

communications by deliberately withhold[ing] or abstract[ing]” information.38 On May 7th, Le 

Moussu was voted in as French secretary for the United States, after which Eccarius quit his role 

as general Secretary for the United States. Eccarius claimed that there were a number of 

members of the General Council corresponding with the branches in the United States, making 

his work impossible. With some dissent, the Council voted in favor of accepting the 

resignation.39   

On May 11th, Eccarius cited Hales’ letter to the Spring Street Council, accusing him of 

“grave indiscretion” and of compromising the Council. In response, Marx demanded that 

Eccarius produce the letter that he had sent to Spring Street. Eccarius refused, adding that “[t]he 

split was caused by Sorge asking 22 delegates to show their credentials, and demanding that two-

thirds of the sections should be composed of wage-slaves.” The General Council resolved for Le 

Moussu to write to the Spring Street Council requesting a copy of Eccarius’ letter.40  

 
38 Documents of the First International, vol. 4, 175. 
39Engels attempted to block Eccarius’ resignation before the charges against him were settled, judging that to accept 

it would be to acknowledge that he had performed his role correctly. Documents of the First International, vol. 4, 

180-187. 
40 Documents of the First International, vol. 4, 190-192. 
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While initiated by William West’s appeal to American workers, in substance the conflict 

between the two Councils was over the political orientation and the class composition of the 

International.  The American sections within the Spring Street Council wanted to build a cross-

class alliance that favored a host of social reforms, including labor reforms, women’s rights, and 

religious freedoms. The French sections that had joined the Spring Street Council did so in 

opposition to centralized authority.  The Tenth Ward Council insisted that the International was a 

workers’ organization, and as such prioritize building a solid base in the labor movement. Its 

members believed that the conflict between labor and capital precluded any alliance with 

bourgeois or middle-class elements. 

 The conflict within the General Council reveals that, while certainly not the primary 

factor, the separate lines of communication between the members of the General Council and the 

United States accelerated the split between the two Councils. It also shows how the International 

in London may have conceived of the situation in the United States as functionally different from 

Europe. The two-thirds workers policy was narrowly aimed at eliminating the influence of 

Section 12 within the North American branch.  Nowhere else did the General Council suspect 

that the bourgeoisie would take over the International.  

 

II. 

 

On May 9th, 1872, Section 12 and its supporters took an even more radical break from 

the Tenth Ward Council and the General Council by supporting Victoria Woodhull’s run for the 

Presidency.  The event vastly increased Woodhull’s visibility on the national stage, since she was 
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the first woman to run as President.41 Her nomination came in the leadup to the election of 1872, 

which pitted Grant against a coalition of Liberal Republicans and Democrats. Grant’s 

administration had been rocked by the Credit Mobilier scandal, which led to widespread 

accusations of corruption. With the passage of the Enforcement Acts and the occupation of the 

South by federal troops to suppress the Ku Klux Klan, Grant’s administration was moving closer 

to the position of Radical Republicans. 

Founded in 1870 by Carl Schurz as a reform movement within the Republican Party, the 

Liberal Republicans emerged as a separate political party in opposition to Grant.42 The party 

rejected what they perceived as an overextension of federal power and favored a swift 

reconciliation with the Southern states.  Defying all expectations, the Liberal Republicans named 

Horace Greeley, the editor of the New York Tribune, as their candidate. Greeley made the case 

for general amnesty for the former slaveholding class on the grounds that they would enforce 

black civil rights. Harper’s Weekly lampooned Greeley as politically inept and too friendly to the 

South.43  The Liberal Republicans’ appeals towards home rule in the South left most former 

abolitionists such as Wendell Phillips “with no choice but to support Grant and the regular 

Republicans, who, despite their shortcomings, seemed to stand for federal enforcement of the 

freedmen's rights in the South.”44 However, some former abolitionists nonetheless joined the 

Liberal Republican cause, while still others were torn. In response to Grant’s administration’s 

 
41 Woodhull has widely been acknowledged as such. “150 years ago, Victoria Woodhull became the first woman to 

run for president” All Things Considered; Washington, D.C.: NPR. (Nov 7, 2022) 
42For an overview of the historiographical debates over the emergence and significance of the Liberal Republican 

Party, see Richard Allan Gerber, “The Liberal Republicans of 1872 in Historiographical Perspective.” The Journal 

of American History 62, no. 1 (1975): 40–73. https://doi.org/10.2307/1901308. For a more recent assessment, see 

Andrew Slap, The Doom of Reconstruction: the Liberal Republicans in the Civil War Era (New York: Fordham 

University Press, 2016) 
43 Goldsmith, Other Powers, 326 
44James M. McPherson, “Grant or Greeley? The Abolitionist Dilemma in the Election of 1872.” The American 

Historical Review 71, no. 1 (1965): 44. https://doi.org/10.2307/1863035. 
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lack of endorsement of women’s rights, Susan B Anthony refused to criticize Greeley, while 

suffrage activist Anna Dickinson campaigned for him.45 The Liberal Republican convention 

occurred only a week before Woodhull’s announcement of her run for the Presidency. An article 

in Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly sharply denounced the Liberal Republicans’ strategy of 

reconciliation towards the South.46 Woodhull herself had attacked Greeley on personal grounds, 

particularly his wife’s physical health after multiple pregnancies. 

The National Labor Reform Party (NLRP), which had grown from the National Labor 

Union, strenuously opposed Grant’s administration on the currency issue, denouncing a return to 

the gold standard.47 The NLRP favored greenbacks as a national currency, which could be 

exchanged for government bonds, in order to make credit cheaply available and encourage the 

growth of cooperatives and small businesses.48 The NLRP’s platform also included legislative 

action against Chinese immigration and a call for the eight-hour day. Their program called for 

public lands to be put into a “sacred trust for the benefit of the people,” which would be 

redistributed “in amounts not exceeding 160 acres of land” to “landless settlers only.”49  

Within the International, the Tenth Ward Council roundly rejected the NLRP, having 

earlier taken the position that the currency issue was a distraction from working-class interests, 

while the Spring Street Council was more amenable to their demands. A representative of 

American Section 26 (Philadelphia) was admitted to the NLRP’s Convention in February, and 

 
45 Goldsmith, Other Powers, 326 
46 Woodhull herself had attacked Greeley on personal grounds, particularly his wife’s physical health after multiple 
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47 See Horace Day’s article in Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, January 6 1872.  
48 Ronald Mendel, “The National Labor Reform Party,” in Encyclopedia of U.S. Labor and Working-Class  

History 1st ed., edited by Eric Arnesen, (London: Routledge, 2007), 965-966. https://doi-
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49 The political platform of the NLRP was pasted in the minutes of American Section 26 (Philadelphia). Minutes of 

the Philadelphia Section of the I.W.A., 55. 
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the section endorsed the party after he reported back.50 Charles Praitshing, who was elected 

secretary for the Tenth Ward Council after Sorge withdrew, reported derisively on the Spring 

Street Council’s “evident leaning towards the old National Labor Union, the party of the small 

farmers & petty bourgeois [sic] the hiding place for old disappointed politicians.”51 In the end, 

the NLRP nominated a Supreme Court judge, David Davis, who recused himself and courted the 

Liberal Republican nomination.52 The NLRP’s disastrous performance in the election led to the 

end of the National Labor Union. 

The occasion for Woodhull’s candidacy was the National Woman Suffrage Association’s 

convention on May 9th, held at Steinway Hall. Titled the People’s Convention, the event was 

organized by prominent suffragists, including Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Isabella B. Hooker, Susan 

B. Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage.53 The NWSA had split from the American Equal Rights 

Association in its opposition to the Fifteenth Amendment, on the basis that women and African 

American men should receive the right to vote at the same time. Stanton and Anthony had 

explicitly campaigned against the passage of the Amendment, resorting to racist rhetoric.54 The 

National Woman Suffrage Association pivoted its strategy towards the passage of a Sixteenth 

Amendment that would enfranchise women.55 While Anthony remained reluctant to embrace 

Woodhull’s plan for a new political party, Stanton has been sympathetic.56 Woodhull had 

advertised the meeting in Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, explaining that in the Convention, 

 
50 Kilgore seems to have been given credentials and a free pass to the convention by a member of a visiting German 

section named Van Trunk (likely Herman B. Van Trunk, a lawyer), in a meeting of Section 26. New York Times, 

February 23, 1872; Minutes of the Philadelphia Section of the I.W.A., 50-52. 
51 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 99. 
52 New York Times, February 23, 1872.  
53 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, May 18th 1872. 
54 Lisa Tetrault, The Myth of Seneca Falls : Memory and the Women’s Suffrage Movement, 1848-1898, (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 31. 
55 One of Woodhull’s close collaborators, Theodore Tilton, had started a petition in 1870 to unite NWSA and the 
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224 

 

women would, “for the first time, discuss all the various subjects involved by political 

economy.”57  

At the National Woman Suffrage Association’s Convention, Woodhull made a speech 

rallying supporters to a separate convention at Apollo Hall to form a new political party. She 

argued that she was fulfilling the call for political action that the People’s Convention had issued 

and called for a change to the American Constitution recognizing women’s right to vote. 

According to the report in Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, her speech was well received, and the 

majority of attendees voted in favor of attending the Apollo Hall convention. When Woodhull 

voted to adjourn the Convention to go to Apollo Hall, Susan B. Anthony turned the lights off, 

effectively ending the convention.58 The next day, delegates gathered at Apollo Hall to form the 

new party. The Convention decided on the name “Equal Rights Party” after short deliberation, 

likely recalling the American Equal Rights Association, the organization to which Stanton and 

Anthony had belonged. 

 The Equal Rights Party attempted to build a broad coalition of women’s suffrage 

activists, former abolitionists, and workers.  By explicitly signaling their support for black civil 

rights, the Party attempted to bridge the rifts within the women’s suffrage movement, which had 

fractured over the Fifteenth Amendment. Stanton and Anthony had moved towards racist 

justifications that white women should be entitled to vote before black men.59 The Party’s goal 

was to “erect a platform so broad and catholic that humanity, under whatever skin or name, shall 

there find representation.” The platform also referred to protections for Chinese immigrants, 

arguing for “the same protection [to] be afforded to the yellow-skinned Chinese as to the whitest 

 
57 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, May 18th 1872. 
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Caucassian.”60 The party’s platform abandoned the language of class entirely, limiting its appeal 

to workers. 

The Party’s platform called for the passage of a new Constitution and the complete 

overhaul of the functioning of government. It called for sweeping legal reforms, including the 

submission of important legislation to a popular vote. The economic planks had much in 

common with the National Labor Reform Party, including the redistribution of land to settlers 

and the adoption of a standardized currency based on public credit.  Its economic plan, however, 

was much broader, entailing government control of major industries. The platform called for the 

abolition of charters and monopolies, a system of direct, gradual taxation, and for a “government 

of the people” that would “manage all public enterprises for the common benefit of the whole 

country.” The final plank of the platform explicitly endorsed manifest destiny:   

"That the destiny of our government is to extend its supremacy over the American 

continent, and that an universal government for all the people of the globe is the ultimate 

of government."61 

 

The Party’s vision of a universal republic was based on the territorial expansion of the 

United States. While the Party favored equal rights, it had no stated plan on how to enforce them. 

Its platform was notably silent on Reconstruction policy, offering no plan as to the continued 

occupation of the South by federal troops. 

The Convention broke out in an animated debate over the selection of a candidate for 

Vice President. The delegates nominated Frederick Douglass for the position, citing him as a 

symbol of black equality and arguing that his “name […] represents a principal [sic] and an 

idea.”62 There was little to indicate that any member of the Convention had consulted Douglass 

 
60 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, May 25, 1872. 
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226 

 

beforehand. Emphasizing the symbolic nature of the nomination, one of the participants of the 

Convention proposed Lakota chief Spotted Tail as an alternative. Douglass was actively 

campaigning for Grant’s reelection, as he was the only candidate in his evaluation that would 

enforce Reconstruction in the South. He published a pamphlet outlining how the Fifteenth 

Amendment had been “the most important event since the nation came into life.”63 He 

commented that he would rather “put a pistol to [his] head and blow [his] brains out” than to 

contribute to the “destruction or defeat of the Republican Party.”64  

Douglass’ nomination seems to have been calculated as a way of attracting the black vote 

to the new Party, necessary to win over the Southern states. Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly was 

optimistic about this prospect, citing that “they [black voters] will vote with the party who have 

had the courage and the devotion to principle to place one of the race upon their Presidential 

ticket.”65 However, the Convention had attracted no black delegates, and had no policy specific 

to black voters other than advocating for political equality, which had already been granted to 

black men through the Fifteenth Amendment.66 

The Equal Rights Party managed to alienate prominent representatives of each of the 

causes that they attempted to unite, including black civil rights, women’s rights, and labor. Some 

of this reaction was hardly the Party’s fault: these movements had suffered bitter fractures during 

Reconstruction that would have been hard to heal even absent the creation of a political party. 

Some of it, however, was caused by the Party’s strategy. First, Woodhull’s hijacking of the 

National Woman’s Suffrage’s Association’s Convention alienated key allies within the women’s 
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65 Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, May 25th, 1872. 
66 Underhill, The Woman who Ran for President, 211. 
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rights movement, many of whom had already distanced themselves from her because of her 

advocacy for free love. Second, Frederick Douglass’ lack of consultation about the nomination, 

as well as the Party’s lack of policy towards the Southern states, was unlikely to win over black 

voters. Moreover, as historian Amanda Frisken has argued, the “political coupling of one of the 

century's most disreputable white women with one of its most respectable black men was more a 

provocative gesture than a bid for electoral success”67 Third, as for the labor movement, the 

National Labor Union had already tried and all but failed to build its own party, and Woodhull 

had already been at the center of a split within the International. Even parts of the spiritualist 

movement denounced Woodhull, who they suspected of using their organization for political 

ambition.68 Lastly, there was the question of whether Woodhull was eligible to run for President. 

Beyond questions of eligibility on the basis of her sex, she had also not yet turned thirty-five 

years old, and thus risked disqualification on the basis of her age. The Equal Rights Party 

nomination also virtually bankrupted Woodhull, as investors drew away their support from her 

brokerage firm, and many of her former supporters pulled away.69 

Unsurprisingly, supporters of the Democratic Party derided the party, whipping up fears 

of miscegenation. The New York Herald published a racist article attacking the convention titled 

“The Highly Colored Human Ticket for the Presidency—the Free Love Communist Candidates 

in the Field.” The article ridiculed the Equal Rights Party, drawing attention to Douglass’ race 

and Woodhull’s gender: 

“The first place on its ticket is devoted (place aux dames!) to the fair sex, and, to 

make the contrast more forcible, the second fiddle is handed, to draw it mildly, to a male 

brunette. Considerable doubt was expressed in the Convention as to whether the 

venerable and colored Fred Douglass could stand on the platform beside the young and 
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painted creature in petticoats; but the cotton umbrellas, male and female, wanted him, and 

it was accordingly decided, nolens volens, to have him.”70 

 

The article also derided Greeley, who had also been associated with the free love 

movement. Despite Woodhull’s repudiation of his politics, the article drew a parallel between the 

two, reporting that she aligned with him on many issues.71   

 

The Apollo Hall convention, which was endorsed only by a minority of sections, split the 

Spring Street Council. Section 2 denounced the insinuation that Woodhull was running with the 

International’s approval and moved to rescind Section 12’s seat on the Spring Street Council.72 

Le Socialiste published an article warning sections of the International’s co-optation by 

politicians, citing Woodhull as a prime example. In a pointed comment, the newspaper’s editorial 

noted that the eight-hour movement was distancing itself from the organization because of the 

influence of aspiring politicians within the International.73 Lastly, Section 2 moved to endorse 

the new measure that two thirds of the sections of the International should be composed of 

workers. A committee was put together to transmit these resolutions to the Tenth Ward 

Council.74 The Tenth Ward Council meanwhile relayed the events to the General Council, 

indicating the participation of Sections 9 and 12 in the Apollo Hall meeting, and re-extended its 

terms for reunion in an address it issued to workingmen.75  

 

 

 

III. 
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In London, the General Council was actively debating the question of national 

independence for Ireland, which was refracted in their arguments over the causes of the North 

American schism. The debates within the Council showed how the “Irish question” had been 

reformulated across the Atlantic. Marx argued that Ireland’s independence from Britain was a 

necessary precondition to the emancipation of both the Irish and British working classes. In the 

United States, the question took on a different meaning, as Section 12’s advocacy for free love 

was seen as potentially alienating to Irish American workers, who were predominantly Catholic.  

In a meeting near the end of May, Marx struck a conciliatory tone by advocating for the 

competing Councils to unite, though he found “faults on both sides.” However, he reiterated that 

the two-thirds workers policy was necessary to prevent politicians from taking over the 

International. Marx then quipped the line that would later be reiterated by Sorge at the Hague 

Congress, that “[t]he greatest labour interest in the States was Irish, next German, third the 

Negroes and forth the Yankees themselves,” who he described as being “instinctively 

speculators.”76 In short, Marx defended the difficult position that the Tenth Ward Council found 

itself in, with few American adherents.  

Aside from the Yankees, who he put in the last category, Marx defined “labor interest” in 

purely demographic terms. His observation reflects the waves of immigration that had arrived in 

New York City.77 The International was predominantly located in New York City and made 

inroads in Northern cities like Chicago, Baltimore, and Philadelphia, where there were 

significant Irish and German immigrants. It also shows that Marx saw the “Yankees” as a 
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Two out of five New Yorkers (410,000) were foreign born. The Irish were the biggest foreign-born population 

(230,000), the second were the Germans (151,000). New York had a comparatively smaller black population than 

other large American cities, counting around 13,000. Among the working population, roughly 86,000 women 
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separate labor interest from black Americans, who ranked third. His observation on black 

workers also testifies to how the International was not organizing in the South. The 

organization’s strategy revolved around industrial workers, and despite some resolutions in the 

International’s Congresses on land nationalization, the North American branch had no distinct 

plan for agrarian workers, the backbone of the Southern workforce. The Spring Street Council, 

which had advocated for the redistribution of land, made few inroads in the South, failing to 

build a lasting organization in Galveston after racist backlash.  

 Situated in New York, both Councils of the International were quiet on Reconstruction 

policy in the South. As Du Bois noted in Black Reconstruction, the International “had no dream 

that its most successful rooting was in the new political power of the Southern worker.”78  

However, the North American branch had consistently weighed in favor of racial equality, 

founding a committee to organize black workers in its early days and working alongside the 

Colored National Labor Union, who nominated a delegate to go to one of the International’s 

Congresses.  

New York City, where the International was headed, was the largest city in the United 

States, and two out of five of its inhabitants were foreign-born.79 It was highly geographically 

segregated, and had a long history of racial violence again black strikebreakers.80 The city’s 

relatively small black population lived in the West side of the city, in the Fifth, Eight, and 

 
78 Du Bois, Black Reconstruction, 360. 
79 New York City had reached nearly one million inhabitants in 1870, making it the largest city in the United States. 

Two out of five New Yorkers (410,000) were foreign born. The Irish were the biggest foreign-born population 

(230,000), the second were the Germans (151,000). New York had a comparatively smaller black population than 

other large American cities, counting around 13,000. Among the working population, roughly 86,000 women 

worked, versus 255,000 men. Sorted by nationality, 132,733 were Americans, 106,362 Irish, 78,410 Germans, and 

13,064 English and Welsh. See Native and Foreign-Born Population of Fifty Principal Cities, Tables XIX and XX, 

and Occupations Tables of the Fifty Principal Cities, LXVI-LXXXI, in Francis Amasa Walker, A Compendium of 

the Ninth Census (June 1, 1870) compiled pursuant to a Concurrent Resolution of Congress and under the direction 

of the Secretary of the Interior (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1872), 398-451, 618-624. 
80 Iver Bernstein, New York City Draft Riots: Their Significance for American Society and Politics in the Age of the 

Civil War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 119-123. 



231 

 

Twentieth Ward.81 The International tended to organize in immigrant enclaves, such as the Little 

Germany in the Tenth Ward, where nearly half of New York City’s German immigrants lived.82 

Since the 1850s, German immigrants had often come to heads with Tammany Hall, which 

appealed to Irish workers to support the Democratic Party.83  

The priority afforded to Irish workers in Marx’s statement reflected a broader debate 

within the International over the question of national independence.  Eccarius and Marx clashed 

over what had driven away the support of Irish workers from the North American branch. At a 

meeting one week earlier, Hales had tried to introduce a motion that would ban the formation of 

separate Irish and English sections from the International altogether, since it would go against 

the organization’s rules opposing any form of nationalism. Engels charged that Hales’ motion 

would effectively bring Irish sections under the purview of the British Federal Council, “a thing 

to which the Irish sections would never consent.” He added that if Hales was truly committed to 

internationalism, he would suggest moving the seat of the British Federal Council to Dublin. 

Hales dissented, arguing that the fact that Irish workers would step away from the organization if 

they were not in specifically Irish sections proved that they “did not understand the principles of 

the International,” and that they were more committed to the Fenian struggle than to the cause of 

labor. Hales' motion lost, with only him voting in favor.84  The debate shows that the 

International conceived of the Irish struggle for liberation from England, not as opposed to but as 

a key part of furthering working-class interests. As seen in Chapter 4, the American branch of the 

International had built links with Fenians in the United States.  
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Through these debates, the International in Europe developed an analysis of the “national 

question,” in which the independence of Ireland would not only reverse the exploitation of the 

Irish at home but remove obstacles to emancipation for the English and Irish working classes in 

Britain. The rhetoric echoed Marx’s view that slavery had to be abolished in the American South 

before the working class in the North could emancipate itself. However, there is no evidence that 

North American branch of the International applied this analysis to race and labor in the United 

States, though sections in both Councils had favored organizing black workers.  

Marx’s remark also provoked a debate among historians as to the International’s so-

called “Irish strategy” in the United States. Historian Timothy Messer-Kruse argued that based 

on Marx’s views of Irish independence, the International in North America adopted a cohesive 

strategy to attract Irish workers to the organization, which involved tailing their reactionary 

views on race. August Nimtz has extensively refuted Messer-Kruse’s argument. He found little 

support for the claim that Sorge implemented organizing the Irish solely on the basis of Marx’s 

directions.85 Nimtz also pointed out that “[a]ny possibility of breaking the grip of Tammany Hall 

and the Democratic Party on the Irish working class would have been an advance not only for it, 

but for Blacks and women as well.”86 Indeed, New York politics were undergoing a 

reconfiguration in 1871 and 1872 as Tammany Hall became increasingly mired in corruption 

scandals. After Boss Tweed’s arrest in 1871, the International likely hoped to tear Irish labor 

away from the jaws of the Democratic Party.87 

A large part of Marx’s objections revolved around reformist positions that had been 

advocated by Section 12. Marx argued that since an Irish section joined the Tenth Ward Council 
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233 

 

right after the split, the adoption of “particular doctrines” emanating from Section 12 and its 

supporters was to blame for alienating Irish workers. He did not specify which “doctrines” were 

to blame, leaving it ambiguous as to whether he was referring to women’s suffrage, free love, 

spiritualism, or even the advocacy for a universal language. Eccarius made the counterpoint that 

it was the widespread association of the International with the Paris Commune that drove Irish 

workers away.88  

Both Hales and Eccarius tended to see in the Spring Street Council the promise of more 

American members within the International. In defending the Spring Street Council. Eccarius 

looked beyond the more sensational reforms that it advocated.  He explained how difficult it had 

been for the United States to get a foothold among American workers, citing earlier efforts to 

enlist the NLU. He told the General Council that the Spring Street Council had working-class 

credentials. Section 9 had grown out of the New Democracy, which had advocated for the 

nationalization of land.   

Marx, Eccarius, and Hales all converged in their dislike of William West, on whom they 

all cast aspersions. Eccarius intimated that West was, at the very least, the source of 

disagreement within Section 12, adding that the New Democracy had dissolved in order to get 

rid of him.89  Marx’s notes also indicated the central role that West was playing in the split, since 

one of his main sources of information on the Spring Street Council were West’s columns in 

Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly.  

Woodhull’s run for President was the nail in the coffin for the Spring Street Council. At 

the next meeting on May 28th, Marx informed the General Council that a “so-called Convention 

had been held at the Apollo Music Hall, ostensibly to nominate Mrs Woodhull to the Presidency 
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89 Ibid., 207. 



234 

 

and Douglas [sic], a coloured man, for Vice-President,” becoming “the laughing-stock of 

America.”90 When a section from Saint-Louis inquired to the General Council as to which of the 

two American Councils it should correspond to, Marx seized the opportunity to settle the 

question.91 The letter triggered a vote that ultimately vindicated the Tenth Ward Council as the 

only legitimate body in the United States. Three members, including Eccarius and Hales, were 

opposed.92 The new corresponding secretary for the United States, Le Moussu, broke the news 

that the General Council had voted that only the Tenth Ward Council should be recognized.93  

The Tenth Ward Council, in the meantime, continued supporting the labor movement and 

the demand for the eight-hour day. The Secretary reported to the General Council about strikes 

across New York state, including the Steinway pianomakers, the Singer’s Sewing Machine 

Manufacturing workers, the longshoremen, and workers at city gas companies and sugar 

refineries. He commented that the eight-hour movement was making headway, but that it was “of 

course [...] very difficult to organize an army whilst the battle is going on.”94 The Tenth Ward 

Council feared that the members of Spring Street were doing more damage than good. In June 

1872, Theodore Banks wrote a letter to the Star threatening “all bosses and capitalists who 

oppose the Eight-hour movement” with violence, saying that workers would “lay their factories 

and houses in ashes.”95 He was disavowed not only by the Tenth Ward Council, but by multiple 

major unions due to the violence of his remarks.  

 
90 Documents of the First International, vol. 4, 210. 
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Within the Spring Street Council, attempts to remove Section 12 failed, resulting in a 

mass exodus of sections over the following months.96 Several French sections struck political 

independence from the Spring Street Council. Section 2 and 10 bolted because of the Apollo Hall 

meeting, denouncing it as both “ridiculous and detrimental.” They were accompanied by six 

other sections.97 The two German sections that had joined the Spring Street Council left.98  

Section 2 passed a resolution endorsing women’s right to vote, but denouncing major political 

parties.99 Some members of Section 2, dissented and defended Section 12, with Benoît Hubert 

even accused Section 2 of secretly backing the Democratic Party.100  Section 2 also claimed that 

many of the new sections of the International were fictitious or low in number, and that an 

inquiry should be launched as to their operations. These sections were often assigned a 

representative on the Council with which they held little contact.101 Section 2 argued that the 

distance between New York and the location of the sections, notably in Saint-Louis, was too 

great to ensure proper political representation.102 To solve this problem, they passed a resolution 

to form local councils composed of workers’ sections.  Section 2’s position against a centralized 

New York-based council put them not only at odds with the Spring Street Council, but at a 

critical distance from the Tenth Ward Council, which they still judged as authoritarian.103 While 

these dissident French sections had joined the Spring Street Council in opposition to what they 

perceived as the Tenth Ward Council’s overreach of power, they also saw a growing gulf 

between their political vision and Section 12’s. The Tenth Ward Council noted the situation, 
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reporting to the General Council that there was a possibility of a third Council forming following 

Woodhull’s run for President.104  

Indeed, on June 16th, 1872, the Spring Street Council decided to secede from the General 

Council entirely. While it claimed to represent thirty-five sections, Le Socialiste reported that in 

reality, only fifteen delegates were present for the decision, primarily the American sections. The 

newspaper scoffed that the Spring Street Council was endeavoring to form an exclusively 

American International. Moreover, the new Council expressed that it no longer felt itself 

obligated to endorse the Paris Commune or the ideas of the German atheists.105  

The corresponding Secretary of the Spring Street Council replied to the General 

Council’s ruling. He argued that the General Council had broken with its own principles, and 

that Spring Street therefore no longer recognized its authority.  In his view, the Central 

Committee had abused its authority by expelling Section 12, which had been the victim of false 

allegations made by anonymous complainants. He charged Sorge and the Tenth Ward Council of 

German despotism. He explained that the Spring Street Council’s goal in forming an alternative 

federation was to show how they needed no centralized body, though they ultimately acquiesced 

to a “center of correspondence and statistics.” He warned the General Council that Spring Street 

Council would recruit allies among other federations in Europe to form a new organization.106 

IV. 
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Unable to reach a reconciliation, the Tenth Ward Hotel and the Spring Street Councils 

held two competing congresses in July. The first Congress had been called by the Spring Street 

Council, which prompted the Tenth Ward Council to organize one of its own.107 The dissident 

French sections, dissatisfied with Woodhull and Section 12, attempted to reorient themselves 

towards the two councils in the process. Le Socialiste endorsed the Tenth Ward Hotel’s 

Congress, dismissing the “American” Spring Street Council as illegitimate.108 The move was 

hardly surprising. As early as June, Le Socialiste had called for all French sections of New York 

to meet in order to deliberate on the actions of the General Council, and to rule on whether the 

Philadelphia Congress was necessary.109 

The Tenth Ward Council Congress, held on July 6th in New York, was attended by 

twenty delegates, representing nineteen sections. French sections 2, 10, and 45, which had left 

the Spring Street Council, attended as delegates to the Congress in New York. The Congress 

endorsed the centralization of the International, denounced political parties in the United States, 

and strengthened membership requirements, stipulating that sections should be composed of at 

least three quarters workers. The “emancipation of the working class” was “impossible in the 

present society, whose political form is represented in the different parties, the mere existence of 

which is the sign [...] of the slavery of the man of labor.”110  

A section from San Francisco urged the Congress to take a position against Chinese 

immigration in California. Despite fiery speeches against Chinese immigrants, the Congress was 

split. The proposed resolution put the Tenth Ward Council in an embarrassing position. In June, 

the Tenth Ward Council had asked for support from the General Council to assist European 
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immigrants who were employed as cheap laborers in coal mines.111 The question was deferred to 

a committee.112 In the end, the Tenth Ward Council did not endorse immigration restrictions, 

instead denouncing the practice of capitalists to employ immigrants at lower prices to depress 

native-born workers’ wages. In the end, the Congress adopted a general resolution that 

“protest[ed] against slavery in any form or denomination,” and “appeal[ed] to the entire working 

class of America to exert the necessary pressure on the government to take measures which will 

compel the capitalists to obey the law as well as the workers.”113 Bolte did not mention this 

resolution in his report to the General Council, and it was likewise not relayed to the sections. He 

also mentioned that the English section in San Francisco that had made the proposal no longer 

existed.114 

The dissident sections, who had up to then mostly kept quiet, strongly opposed the Tenth 

Ward Council’s proposal to elect two representatives to the Hague Congress, arguing that the 

right to send a delegate should be left exclusively up to sections.115 After a lengthy debate and a 

vote, the Congress chose Sorge of Section 1 and, likely as a concession to Section 2, Simon 

Dereure. In defiance of this conciliatory gesture, Section 2 continued its opposition. When the 

 
111 This was a motion by English-speaking Section 2 of San Francisco. Timothy Messer-Kruse has charged that this 
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dodging the question. Schlüter shows that the resolutions that were adopted condemned slavery in general, rather 

than specifically Chinese immigration. What seems likeliest is that the immigrants within the International disagreed 

with the views of the English-speaking section, which would account for the difference in which the accounts of the 
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Council levied a special fee of fifty-five cents upon each member of the International to defray 

the cost of travel, Section 2 refused to pay and elect their own delegate, Arsène Sauva, to attend 

at the Hague. This resulted in the Tenth Ward Council suspending Section 2.116  

The French sections that had tentatively rejoined the Tenth Ward Council after quitting 

Spring Street were now left belonging to neither. Led by Section 2, eight French sections and one 

Italian section disaffiliated from either Council.117 In their view, the Tenth Ward was 

authoritarian, and the Spring Street Council was beholden to politicians.118 These sections still 

aspired to be vindicated by the International in Europe and wanted to reunite the International 

into one body in the United States. They hoped that the upcoming Hague Congress would rule 

against the abuses of power of the Tenth Ward Council.119   

The Spring Street Council held its Congress on July 9th and 10th in Philadelphia, where 

thirteen sections were represented by one delegate each.120 The Congress was advertised as the 

first of the “American International Workingmen’s Association,” and the Spring Street Council 

renamed itself the “American Confederation.” The sections who attended were almost uniformly 

American. Only one French section remained, number 22, which was represented by Benoît 

Hubert.121 The American Confederation declared that it had the right to regulate itself without 

the interference of the General Council in London, though it would continue to obey the 

resolutions of the Congresses of the International. Following Section 12’s earlier plan, the 

Confederation outlined a new structure for the organization based on municipal, state, and 
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national divisions.122 It likewise opened admission to the International to anyone who would 

want to join and defined the term “citizen” as referring to any resident of the United States, 

regardless of nationality or condition. The Confederation elected a Federal Council for a term of 

one year, whose members included five women. It appointed three delegates to attend the Hague 

Congress, namely William West, Harriet B. Burton, a social reformer from Section 12, and Isaac 

Rehn of Section 26 (Philadelphia), a photolithographer.123 

Historian Hermann Schlüter pointed to several places in which the principles of the 

International had been watered down. For one, the resolutions called for a general reduction of 

working hours, rather than a law in favor of the eight-hour day. The call to nationalize the land 

was accompanied by a caution that it should be redistributed by the state through peaceful 

means. For Schlüter, this amounted to a concession to bourgeois interests.124 

The Congress delegated representatives to write an address to Workingmen of the United 

States, which advertised the purpose of the International as the seizure of political power through 

the institution of direct legislation by the people. Their membership was open to “[e]mployers 

and employes [sic], all professions and all classes.”  The Address cautioned that the term 

“workingmen” in the name “International Workingmen’s Association” should not be construed 

to refer to any obligation for its membership to be made up of workers, referring instead to its 

goal of emancipating the working class.125  
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In London, the General Council revived the debate over the American split. Eccarius 

attributed the schism to “members of Section 1,” who “[went] about and interfer[ed], carrying 

reports and telling how men had voted, or not voted.” He brought up the possibility that 

disagreements between the sections were not upon “matters of principle,” but “matters of 

policy.” Engels replied that the secession was caused by the introduction of bourgeois sections 

and Woodhull’s run for the Presidency.126 Hales, in response, pointed out that the General 

Council was “opposing the abstentionists of Europe while it was upholding the abstentionists of 

America.”127 While the General Council had favored political action and discouraged abstention 

from politics, the majority of its members opposed the formation of the Equal Rights Party on 

the basis that it was essentially a bourgeois project. The Tenth Ward Council, however, had no 

immediate plan to form a labor party in the United States, particularly after the formation of the 

Labor Reform Party.  

Fresh from the American Confederation’s Congress in Philadelphia, Benoît Hubert 

attended a meeting in which the General Council clarified its view on admitting women in the 

organization.  At the meeting on July 16th, 1872, Eccarius, seconded by Hales, proposed to alter 

the language of the Council’s rules from “men” to “persons.” Considering Hubert’s presence, the 

resolution likely drew from the Spring Street Council’s charge that the organization was 

dominated by men. Within the General Council, the split over the alteration was mostly 

linguistic, with all agreeing that women were part of the organization, but some arguing that 

“men” was a generic term, meant to also encompass women. The vote to change the language 

lost five to nine.128 
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V. 

The International Workingmen’s Association held the most consequential Congress of its 

history at the Hague in September 1872.  At the meeting, members of the International across 

Europe weighed in on the larger schism between Marx and Bakunin’s factions, after which their 

branches held separate Congresses.129 Though the American sections were secondary players in 

this larger drama, their inner politics became entangled in the broader split within the 

International, which culminated in the move of the seat of the General Council from London to 

New York. 

The representatives of the Tenth Ward Council, Friedrich Sorge and Simon Dereure, 

supported Marx’s side of the split.130 Sauva, who was elected by Section 2 as a representative, 

held a much more ambiguous position. He attended the Hague Congress as a delegate for two 

other sections instead, 29 (Patterson, NJ) and 42 (Hoboken). William West traveled to the Hague 

to represent the American Confederation, though Isaac Rehn and Harriet B. Burton were unable 

to join him. Prior to his appearance at the Congress, West had attempted to visit Marx at his 

home, who “curtly” refused him.131 

The Congress ruled on the mandates of representatives, the primary mechanism by which 

to determine the eligibility of sections to membership in the International. Sorge disputed 

Sauva’s mandate, since he had actually been elected by Section 2, which was no longer in good 

standing since its suspension.132 Sauva argued that he represented sections that were not 
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affiliated to either the Spring Street or Tenth Ward Councils. Le Moussu answered that these 

sections “knew full well that only the federal council in the 10th Ward Hotel was recognized by 

the General Council.133 Despite Sorge’s objections, Sauva’s mandate was recognized by a 

narrow margin. 

The Congress then moved to suspend Section 2, therefore ruling on the dissident French 

sections that had distanced themselves from the Spring Street Council. Section 2’s suspension 

was affirmed because it could not prove that it was “nowhere affiliated and belongs nowhere.” 

Sauva protested, citing that Section 2 had “169 members– formerly 236– it had founded sections 

in St. Louis, Baltimore, Springfield, Chicago, and elsewhere.” Dereure issued an ultimatum, 

saying that he and Sorge would withdraw entirely if Section 2 was admitted. Eccarius attempted 

to defend Section 2 in vain, but it ultimately lost its mandate in a vote of 39 to 9.134 

 Then, William West appeared before the General Council to plead Section 12’s case. 

Marx, speaking for the Credentials Committee, immediately moved to nullify West’s mandate, 

arguing that his “credentials are signed by Victoria Woodhull, who for years had an eye on the 

presidency [of the United States]; she is president of the spiritists, preaches free love, has a 

banking business, etc.” Moreover, Section 12 “consisted almost exclusively of bourgeoisie.”135 

Marx moved into the main allegations against Section 12, which hinged on its rejection 

of working-class organization. He described how Section 12 had scoffed at Section 1’s two-

thirds wage worker proposal, which it answered by asking rhetorically “whether it is a crime not 
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to be a wage slave but free.”136 Section 12 had prioritized women’s suffrage over the conflict 

between labor and capital, and introduced “talk of personal liberty, social liberty (free love), 

dress regulation, women’s franchise, universal language, etc.”, likely aimed at Woodhull’s 

speeches sexual liberty and Andrews’ advocacy for a universal language.  

West’s defense was ill-conceived to win over the International. In a speech that lasted 

more than an hour, he attempted to refute the three charges made against Section 12. He cited 

Section 12’s right to rebel against the General Council due to the workers’ membership rule. He 

invoked class reconciliation, telling the Congress that they were “men before we are workers or 

bourgeoisie.” He outlined a stageist view of human development, in which man was at first a 

“commodity,” then “a wageworker, then he becomes a bourgeois– middle class man, etc. and 

then man, who has advanced to bourgeois status by means of his higher intelligence, enters into 

general co-operation, that is, the substitution of society for individual work.” In other words, 

West’s social theory emphasized class ascendancy through intelligence and personal 

achievement, and not through the exploitation of labor or relationship to the means of 

production.  As for women’s rights, West argued that “the emancipation of women must precede 

that of the workers.” He specifically referred to free love, arguing that women should be entitled 

to sexual liberation. West directly invoked the Paris Commune in making his claim, since it had 

called for “universal (women’s franchise), for direct legislation,” both of which should be the 

basis for a new government in the United States.137 
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In response, Sorge emphasized the political nature of the dispute between Section 12 and 

the General Council. He pointed out when Section 12 applied to be part of the Central 

Committee, “he had assured him [Sorge] that its members were all wage-paid members like 

himself (West).” 138 It was not merely a question of the authority of the Council over the 

sections, but an ideological split between the factions in the international. While members of the 

Section 12 could certainly “hold all sorts of opinions about the women’s question, religion, etc.,” 

they did not have the right to speak for the International in those matters. According to Sorge, 

Section 12 had attacked French Communists and German atheists, and perhaps more glaringly, 

had been in touch with the Bakuninists and questioned the International’s leadership in the 

United States. He added that the International demanded “discipline, not submission to persons 

but to principle, to the organization.” Sorge’s arguments won the day. One of the delegates 

motioned that any predominantly bourgeois section should be denied membership in the 

International, which passed unanimously, with abstentions drawing from Bakunin’s camp. The 

Congress similarly denied West his mandate in a vote of 49 to 0. Eccarius was among the few 

who abstained, while Sauva voted in favor.  

Meanwhile, Marx and Engels took definitive action on keeping the influence of Bakunin 

in the International at bay. In a move that took the Congress by surprise, they presented a motion 

that the General Council’s seat should be moved to New York for the years 1872 to 1873 and 

that its members should be drawn from the Federal Council in North America.139 Taking the 

floor, Engels argued that “allegations and accusations against the General Council have become 

so vehement and continuous that most of its former members are tired and are decided not to 
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accept office again,” including him and Marx.140 The International could not relocate to other 

major urban centers in Europe because of the persecution it faced. New York was thus the safest 

option. As for the Federal Council, it was a “loyal, strong organization,” which consisted of 

“Irish, Frenchmen, Germans, Italians, and Swedes, and soon [it] will count among its members 

native Americans also.”141  The Belgian and Dutch federations supported the move of the 

General Council of the International to New York.142 One member objected on the basis that the 

splits within the International in North America were too great, one part of which was “even 

entangled in bourgeois politics.”143 Sauva protested against the appointment of a new General 

Council without a vote by the Congress, saying that it should not be in “the hands of a group of 

people who with excellent intentions [...] have done great harm.” The vote on whether to move 

the seat of the Council passed by a narrow margin. New York won by more than half the votes as 

to the location of the new seat.144 Sorge abstained. Twelve new members of the General Council 

were elected, drawn from the Tenth Ward Council. Significantly, Sorge was not slated to be on 

the Council, and only one American, Cyrenus Osborne, was elected.145 

The Bakuninists held a Congress at Saint-Imier in Switzerland on September 15 and 16, 

1872, founding what later became known as the “Anarchist” International. Two American 

sections, 3 and 22, attended, represented by Gustave Lefrançais.146 The Congress’ first resolution 
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was in favor of the “destruction of every kind of political power by the proletariat.”147 It 

advocated for a revolutionary process that would bypass “bourgeois politics,” and condemned 

the seizure of political power as “nothing but deception.” The Congress was successful in 

peeling away national federations from the Marxist International, including the Dutch and 

Belgian Federations.148 

The move to New York took the North American branch of the International by surprise. 

Sorge took on the role of Secretary for the relocated General Council. Since Cyrenus Osborne 

Ward refused his nomination, the new Council was left with no American representative.149 The 

General Council’s first action was to write an address to workingmen that vindicated the position 

of the Hague Council. Urging the creation of a centralized, united body, the address described 

two roads ahead for the International, either submission or resistance to “modern bourgeois 

society.” Decentralization undermined the International as a vehicle to combat capital. The 

Address further denounced “individual liberty” as a bourgeois slogan.150 

 Despite the fighting tone of this first Address, both the General Council and the North 

American Federal Council were losing steam. No major Federation of the International had 

affiliated to the Council, outside the United States.151 Though there had been an unprecedented 

amount of activity among the sections over the Congress, the number of members was declining 

rather than increasing.152 Moreover, the plan to form local committees was faltering, with the 

secretary in New York hearing of no new committees in Boston, Chicago, Baltimore, or 

 
147 Resolutions quoted in Stekloff, First International, 260-261. 
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149 Le Socialiste, October 27, 1872. 
150 International Workingmen’s Association, “Letterbook of the General Council, October 20th 1872- August 5th, 
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Philadelphia.  The struggle for the eight-hour day, crowned with defeat, had “exhausted” 

American unions. Simply put, the “General Council no longer functioned as the central 

organising body of the International.”153 Aside from putting out pamphlets, its activities sharply 

dwindled after the move to the United States.  

The Address was accompanied by a confidential letter sent to the federations in each 

country. The document noted that the recent Congress of the Jura Federation, held at Saint-Imier, 

had decided not to recognize the decisions of the Hague Congress. It decried how in the United 

States, working-class organization had been severely damaged by the 1872 election, charging 

that millions of dollars had been pumped into the major political parties to attract working-class 

support.154 The letter emphasized the urgency of renewed efforts to organize trade unions and 

collect statistics on labor.  

Both the Spring Street Council and the dissident French sections rejected the Hague 

Congress’ resolutions and established contact with the Anarchist International. Le Socialiste 

published a report sharply denouncing the Hague resolutions, dropping the subtitle of the 

newspaper that indicated that it was the official publication of the French sections of the 

International.155  The newspaper’s editorial accused Marxists of running the organization with 

military discipline. Writing for the Spring Street Council, Hubert charged the Hague Congress 

with authoritarianism and called on more freedom for sections and federations. Seeing the 

International as a “means to an end” for the emancipation of labor, Hubert called for the Spring 

Street Council to chart its own course apart from the new General Council.156 He emphasized 

 
153 Stekloff, First International, 278. 
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that they were not alone in calling for the reorganization of the International, citing the Congress 

at Saint-Imier. 

Section 2, which had left the Spring Street Council only to be suspended by the Tenth 

Ward Council, solidified its independent position and reclaimed the autonomy of sections to 

offer their own interpretations of the principles of the International. They expelled Dereure, who 

they accused of betraying their interests by playing in the hands of the Tenth Ward Council and 

criticized Sorge for indiscriminately attacking French sections.157 The North American 

Federation responded allowing some members of Section 2 to reorganize their section and to 

rejoin the North American branch, electing Dereure as a corresponding secretary.158 The other 

members of the former Section 2 reorganized themselves as the Revolutionary Socialist 

International Group (Groupe Socialiste Révolutionnaire International), with Sauva as 

secretary.159 The RSIG had considered joining the Anarchist International, citing that it was 

within its rights to do so, especially since so many European Federations had withdrawn their 

support from the General Council. The RSIG had decided against it because they opposed the 

“system of absolute independence” that the Anarchist International advocated. It also rejected the 

“disinterest that they professed for political and revolutionary action.”160  

Woodhull’s run for President, in the meantime, ended with her imprisonment. On 

November 2nd, 1872, Woodhull and Claflin were both arrested under obscenity charges at the 

behest of Anthony Comstock. The sisters stood accused of defaming a broker named Luther C. 

Challis, who accused Claflin of blackmailing him, though the arrest brought wide speculation 
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that it was at the behest of prominent preacher Henry Ward Beecher.161 Woodhull published an 

exposé on Henry Ward Beecher, who was having an affair with Theodore Tilton’s wife. The 

gesture was meant to expose Beecher’s hypocrisy, since he had been an ardent critic of free 

love.162 To publicize the exposé, the sisters revived Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly, which had 

been suspended for months, and printed one hundred thousand issues.163 Woodhull wrote that 

she “intend[ed] that this article shall burst like a bomb-shell into the ranks of the moralistic social 

camp.” The article named Stanton as a source.164 

 Even by her own account, Woodhull knew that her candidacy for President had long 

been unviable. Woodhull reprinted her recollection of an interview for an unnamed New York 

newspaper, in which she had told the reporter: “I am a prophetess– I am an evangel– I am a 

Saviour, if you would but see it; but I too come not to bring peace, but a sword.”165 In making 

her case for free love, Woodhull invoked the principles of “scientific socialism,” alongside 

stirpiculture, an early form of eugenics.166 Woodhull, Claflin, and Colonel Blood were held in 

jail during the election. Woodhull received no votes in the electoral college. Grant won by a 

landslide.  

In the same issue of Woodhull and Claflin’s as the Beecher exposé, William West went 

on the offensive, declaring that “[t]he days of the International under the despotism of Marx, 

Sorgee [sic] & Co. are numbered.” It called for the American and European dissenters to 

 
161 New York Times, November 3, 1872 and March 6, 1874.  
162 Goldsmith, Other Powers, 343-345. 
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organize together.167 However, far fewer readers than intended received the call to organize, as 

the November issue of the newspaper was seized by the police. West would have to wait several 

months before his report on the Hague Congress to Woodhull and Claflin’s Weekly appeared. In 

March 1873, he urged American workers not to adhere to the new General Council in New York.  

West scoffed at Marx and Engels’ own class background. “Marx,” he wrote, “derives his 

subsistence from the rental of an estate belonging to his wife in Germany; and another leader, 

Frederic Engles [sic], is a retired manufacturer and lives upon the proceeds of his former work-

people’s toil.”168 A report on the Anarchist International’s Congress at Saint-Imier appeared in 

the same issue.169 The American Confederation  approved the resolutions of the Congress a 

month earlier.170  

The American Confederation’s initial enthusiasm towards the Anarchist International was 

belied by the inconsistencies in their political programs. The Confederation was hardly anarchist, 

calling upon the nationalization of land and labor.171 In attempting to grow an international 

presence, they had rekindled their contact with Eccarius and Hales. British trade unions had 

withdrawn their support following the Hague Congress.172 Eccarius attended the Geneva 

Congress of the Anarchist International in September 1873.173 John Hales and the dissenting part 

of the British Federation relayed plans reorganize and rename the International. The new 

structure would abolish the General Council and create separate executive councils.174 Despite 
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this initial contact, however, this alliance proved fleeting, and the American Confederation did 

not send delegates to the Anarchist Congresses in 1873 and 1874.175 

After the Hague Congress, the American Confederation’s meetings grew increasingly 

turbulent, with several prominent defections. When Woodhull was nominated to join the 

American Confederation, old allies like Banks and West dissented. Woodhull was defending the 

principles of the Equal Rights Party and upholding it as a success despite its failure at the ballot 

well into 1873.176  Banks quit over her nomination, arguing that she had a “special mission 

outside of the objects of the International,” though he rejoined briefly after. Another member 

quit, citing that free love was unpopular among workers. While Woodhull joined, she pledged 

not to compromise the principles of the International.177 In October 1873, the American 

Confederation expelled Banks, with some members threatening to resign if he was still part of 

the organization. The Confederation’s corresponding secretary and treasurer, Benoît Hubert, quit 

his position and charged that the Confederation had voted out Banks in absentia and failed to 

give him a proper trial.178 

The now increasingly fragmented International was moved into the agitation against 

unemployment, which had begun as the result of the financial crisis of 1873.179 National labor 

unions were hit hard by the crisis and dwindled in number and wages dropped precipitously 

across the country.180 The unemployed assembled in large-scale mobilizations in New York, 

Cincinnati, Chicago, and Philadelphia. 
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The Federal Council and the American Confederation both participated in organizing the 

unemployed, though their strategies differed. Members of the American Confederation 

campaigned for government intervention, demanding a public works program and the printing of 

more money from the Grant administration.181 The American Federation turned to organizing 

strategies that its members had cultivated in 1857, advocating for ward-based committees built 

on a set of core demands.   

In November, the Federal Council distributed a manifesto to the unemployed in German 

and in English which invited workers to form a “living wall” to survive the cold winter. The 

Federal Council had a foothold among German workers, having begun publishing the Arbeiter-

Zeitung, its first newspaper in the German language, a year earlier.182 The pamphlet specified 

that “workingmen don’t want charity, but work.” It called upon the “respective authorities” to 

provide “[w]ork […] for all those willing and able to work, at the usual wages and on the 8 hours 

plan.” It also called for cash or produce advances to workers and their families in distress and for 

a freeze on evictions due to non-payment of rent.183 The manifesto provided a structure for 

organization in which workers drawn from “one, two or more blocks” would organize 

themselves into district clubs, which would then report to Ward committees, which in turn would 

appoint three delegates each to a central committee.  Beginning in the Tenth Ward, where the 

Council was seated, large meetings of the unemployed were held based on the manifesto.184 

On December 11th, 1874, a mass meeting of the unemployed was held in front of the 

Cooper Institute, which briefly reunited the numerous strands of the International that had split 
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throughout the years. The meeting drew an enormous crowd, which the Herald noted was mostly 

drawn from supporters of the International.185 The meeting was chaired by Theodore Banks, 

formerly of the Spring Street Council, and speeches were given in French, German, and English.   

The meeting led to the foundation of a Committee of Safety, named after similar 

committees in the American Revolution. Its fifty members included members of both wings of 

the North American branch of the International and the French dissident sections.186 The 

Committee issued demands for employment from the city, handing letters to that effect to the 

Mayor of New York.187  The American Federation feared that the Committee of Safety was 

unduly under the influence the Democratic Party. Fredric Palmer, who had given a speech 

praising Tammany Hall at the December mass meeting, was the English secretary of the 

Committee.188 Fearing the cooptation of the cause by Boss Tweed and his followers, Section 1’s 

representative on the Committee of Safety, Conrad Carl, resigned.189 Other German trade unions, 

however, remained.190  

The New York Times jumped to denounce the influence of communism among the 

French and German working classes. It warned of the possibility of replaying the violence of the 

demonstrations in New York in 1857. The article added that “political equality, and the vast 

quantity of arable land open always to the laborer in this country, take the sting from 

Communism.”191 
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On January 13, 1874, the Committee of Safety organized a demonstration in Tompkins 

Square that led to a violent crackdown by the police. The event was the culmination of a series of 

demonstrations of the unemployed in New York. The police had banned the march the night 

before, leaving little time to warn demonstrators. In reaction, the Committee of Safety 

nonetheless put out a statement urging workers to assemble in the park, but not to march.192  

At 10 o’clock, three thousand demonstrators gathered in Tompkins Square Park.193  The 

largest crowd was assembled around the Tenth Ward Working Men’s Organization’s banner, 

counting more than a thousand participants. The Police Commissioner told the crowd, now 

numbering several thousand, to go home. Without waiting for them to disperse, the police hit the 

protesters indiscriminately with truncheons. Members of the Tenth Ward Working Men’s 

Organization were arrested for assault.194 Justus Schwab, who was charged with inciting a riot 

for waving a red flag, explained at his trial that his father had been an 1848er jailed in Germany. 

He called himself a communist, adding that the “red flag is the great emblem of unity and 

strength all through the world.”195 

That afternoon, members of the Committee of Safety including Leander Thompson, the 

former President of the New Democracy, along with John Halbert of Section 9, met with the 

mayor of New York, William Havemeyer, urging him to address workers’ demands.  Havemayer 

refused, citing the violence of the crowd. The most controversial aspect of the demands was for 

the city government to supply work for the unemployed. Havemayer favored raising money from 

private subscriptions to offer rations for the poor and a scheme for rent alleviation. He told the 
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Committee that “It is not the purpose or object of the City Government to furnish work to the 

industrious poor,” adding that “that system belongs to other countries, not to ours.” Havemeyer 

had vetoed two city ordinances that would have provided relief to workers through public works 

projects.196John Elliott of the Spring Street Council also attempted to negotiate with the 

Governor to intercede in favor of workers’ right to demonstrate, to no avail.197 

The blame for the events was squarely placed on communists, who were denounced as 

foreign elements to the American labor movement.  An article in the Tribune blamed the 

participation of a “sufficient number of insane and enthusiastic foreigners” for the violence. It 

described the “poisonous rogues” that influenced workers towards violence in the Paris 

Commune, decrying the same in the events at Tompkins Square Park.198 The Workingmen’s 

Central Council and the Workingmen’s Union, two of the major English-speaking labor groups 

that had organized alongside the Committee of Safety, now voted in resolutions to denounce it 

and to distance themselves from “Communists and Internationalists.”199  The American press, 

which had previously run sympathetic or neutral coverage of the International, now denounced it 

as “dark and gruesome.”200  

Journalists and police officers infiltrated the movement against unemployment. The New 

York Herald reported on a secret meeting by the Committee of Safety, for example.201 The most 

explosive instance concerned a group named the French Revolutionary Communist Circle 

(Cercle révolutionnaire et communiste français), a militia allegedly assembled to defend workers 

from the police. Police informant Louis de Plainval distributed sensational reports of the group’s 
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activities to the New York Tribune and the Herald.202 While the existence of this Communist 

Circle is debatable, since the only source we have about its existence is Plainval, the scandal 

nonetheless implicated many members of the Revolutionary Socialist International Group that 

had split off from the International. Because the RSGI gravitated towards Blanquism, a 

revolutionary theory that called for secret societies, the Communist Circle’s existence in some 

shape or form should not be entirely ruled out. Regardless of whether the group existed or not, 

Plainval’s accusations were almost certainly exaggerated.  

Plainval charged that the two or three hundred men, mostly communists or Internationals, 

had assembled the night prior to the demonstration and decided to march in spite of the police 

orders. He named Sauva as one of the organization’s leaders, as well as Élie May, a former 

member of the International, and his brother Gustave.203 The group met at the Casino, which was 

also the location for the meetings of Section 6 of the International.204 

More shocking even was the allegation that the Communist Circle was preparing an 

armed uprising. Plainval wrote that a little bit more than a week after the Tompkins Square 

demonstration, on January 22, around seventy Germans bringing bayonets and rifles joined the 

Circle’s meeting. The speeches of the evening called for the working class to arm itself and to 

resist the police, citing support from Germans and Irishmen. The meeting resulted in the 

organization of a militia broken up into four companies of one hundred men each. Plainval also 

reported that May had stolen diamonds during the Paris Commune, who he was intending to 

resell to fund the revolutionary struggle.205  
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The Plainval report was designed to shock American audiences into believing that the 

International had violent intentions. The day after the report was issued, the Herald questioned 

Sauva and the May brothers as to their involvement. When questioned, Sauva calmly responded 

that the “report was evidently made to justify the action of the police in clubbing peaceful 

workmen.”206 The May brothers likewise denied the charges. The allegations ultimately did not 

amount to any criminal conviction. However, the report effectively tied the International to the 

events at Tompkins Square Park. 

Despite the allegations that the International played a prominent role in the event, the 

Federal Council had in fact backed out of playing an active role in the unemployment agitation 

because it was undergoing disarray. A tumultuous and rather sordid series of events had led to 

the resignation of many of its members.207 Both the General and Federal Councils had failed to 

publish the report on the Geneva Congress, the notes of which had been blurred and damaged.208 

The notes, in any case, would have shown to the International’s members that the organization 

had lost traction in Europe. Recognizing the difficulty of communicating across the Atlantic, the 

Congress had ruled that the General Council would have terms of two years and would be 

elected by directly the North American Federation.209 As a further sign of the International’s 

decline in the United States, Bolte struggled to assemble sections to vote in a new General 
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Council.210 By February 1874, only three members were seated on the Federal Council, which 

dissolved and handed over its responsibilities to the General Council until a new election could 

be held.211  

In April 1874, the Federal Council held a Congress in Philadelphia to resolve its 

structural problems and to reorient its political strategy. The Congress also ruled that the Federal 

Council and the General Council of the International would merge into one body.212 The 

Congress’ resolutions reiterated the necessity of working-class independence from bourgeois 

politics. The International would “not enter into a truly political campaign or election movement 

before being strong enough to exercise a perceptible influence.” These campaigns should start at 

the municipal level, which would then build up to county, state, and national levels, echoing the 

manifesto for the unemployed that the Federal Council had issued. The resolution cautioned that 

within a municipal movement, “demands of a purely local character may be put forth,” but that 

they should nonetheless correspond to the program of the International and be subjected to 

approval by the Federal Council. The International would instead campaign for legislative action 

“in the interest of the working class proper,” such as the “normal working day, the responsibility 

of all employers in case of accidents, the securing of wages, the abolition of the working of 

children in manufactories, sanitary measures, the establishment of bureaus of statistics of labor, 

[and] the abolition of all indirect taxes.”213  

In his report to the Congress, the secretary for the Federal Council, Bolte, addressed the 

events at Tompkins Square Park. He argued that while the political agitation against 
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unemployment was at first promising, it was destroyed over “the unwise actions” of members of 

the International and other parties, who had “elected to conquer the world in a few moments, 

without even a ferocious organization.” The Federal Council had therefore not joined the 

movement.214 Sorge circulated a report to all sections stating that the Philadelphia Congress had 

“purged the Federation from the shame of January 13 (Tompkins Square).”215 

In his memoir, Samuel Gompers characterized the period that followed the police 

brutality at Tompkins Square as one of “extreme repression.”216 For Gompers as well as his 

contemporaries, it seemed as though the American government had learned from the waves of 

repression against socialists in Europe. The police repression and the city government’s refusal 

to lend support to the unemployed despite sustained pressure had a demoralizing effect on the 

movement, which died down after the winter of 1874. The American press spared few words in 

demonizing communists and socialists, essentially blaming police repression on their 

radicalism.217 

 

*** 

At the beginning of 1872, despite the schism between the two Councils, the International 

was in many respects a vigorous political organization. Both the Tenth Ward and the Spring 

Street Councils were heavily recruiting. When the General Council broke its silence and sided 

the Tenth Ward Council, rifts began appearing in the coalition of the Spring Street Council. 

Many of the French sections, who had already grown skittish due to the General Council’s 

 
214 Letterbook of CC, PFC, FC, GC, & ILU, 330. 
215 Letterbook of the General Council, 174. 
216 Samuel Gompers, Seventy Years of Life and Labor: An Autobiography, (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., 1957), 

88. 
217 Eric Foner has argued that the financial crisis in fact pushed a minority of workers towards, rather than against, 

socialism. Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution (New York : Harper & Row, 1988), 515. 



261 

 

decision, withdrew from the Spring Street Council entirely when Victoria Woodhull announced 

that she was running for President of the United States. Unable to reconcile, the Tenth Ward 

Council and the Spring Street Councils held competing Congresses over the summer that only 

reinforced their differences.   

The Hague Congress was decisive in the International’s history, both in Europe and in the 

United States. The General Council sided resolutely against William West and Section 12. With 

the expulsion of Bakunin’s followers, the Congress tore the International in two, and flung its 

General Council to New York. The members of the Tenth Ward Council, now the North 

American Federation of the International, were taken by surprise by the move. Their energies 

had been depleted, not invigorated, by the split with Section 12, and they were ill-prepared to 

take on the head of the broader organization. Neither the Spring Street Council nor the dissident 

French sections accepted the decisions of the Congress. However, they did not for that matter 

join the Anarchist International due to their different political visions.  

 Members of all three of these factions found themselves reunited in the movement for the 

unemployed after the financial crisis of 1873. The American Federation drew up a manifesto that 

led to the organization of ward-based councils across New York City. Members of the Spring 

Street Council joined the Committee of Safety and pressured the Mayor of New York to institute 

a public works program. In an infamous instance of labor repression, the police descended with 

batons upon workingmen in Tompkins Square Park. While the American Federation had 

declined to participate, it had to reckon with a changed political landscape after the event. While 

labor leaders strongly disapproved of the actions of the police, the widespread vilification of the 

rioters caused them to distance themselves from any radical movement or organization.   
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Conclusion 

“The International is Dead!” (1874-1876) 

 

By 1874, Reconstruction was beginning to fray.1137 In national politics, the Democrats 

took the majority of the House for the first time since the war. The depression was a “major 

turning point in the North’s ideological development,” pushing many liberal reformers to 

denounce unions, strikes, and government intervention. Industrialists and businessmen 

increasingly formed trade associations to protect property rights.1138 The financial crisis had put 

labor on the back foot. After the events at Tompkins Square, the movement against 

unemployment went through a lull. The repression that protesters had undergone was 

accompanied by a deep backlash against socialism and communism. The International had also 

pulled away from working-class organizing during this period because of growing rifts within its 

structure.  

While the North American branch of the International Workingmen’s Association’s 

history was marked by several major splits, it ultimately ceased to exist in a gesture of socialist 

unity. Infighting within the North American Federation had weakened its connection to the 

workers’ movement. Not only had the turmoil led to the International’s relative removal from the 

movement against unemployment, but further disputes within the German and Austrian workers’ 

organizations in 1874 led the General Council to suspend Section 1 (New York), which had been 

its largest section throughout its history. The conflict also led to the loss of the Arbeiter-Zeitung, 

and therefore of the International’s only official publication in the United States.1139 

 
1137 Foner, Reconstruction, 523-524. 
1138 Ibid., 517, 523-524. 
1139 An Austrian Social Democratic Party was founded in Neudörfl in 1874, which split between a radical and a 

moderate faction. Section 1 (New York) wanted the General Council to take an official position on the split, and side 
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At the same time, organizations that had initially pulled away from the International 

began to come back into the fold. In June 1874, the Revolutionary Socialist International Group 

merged back with Section 2 of the International to form a single section.1140 By October, they put 

out an appeal to reorganize the North American Federal Council, beginning with the French 

branch. Their other resolutions concerned rejecting electoral politics and organizing the working 

class.1141 

Acknowledging how much ground it had lost in Europe since the Geneva Congress, the 

General Council put out a circular announcing that it would not hold a congress in 1875. Political 

persecution in Europe had severely weakened the movement in France, Germany, Italy, Spain, 

Denmark, and Austria. The Council’s only regular contact with members in other countries were 

in Great Britain and Switzerland, and it held sporadic correspondence with Germany, Austria, 

and Hungary. 

Despite this grim situation, the General Council looked towards the emergence of 

national workers’ movements in Europe as a potential avenue to strengthen its organization. 

In an admission that the relocation to New York had exacerbated the International’s problems 

with communication, the General Secretary signed off the circular with the hope that the General 

Council would be relocated to Europe.1142 

 
with the radical faction. The General Council ruled against taking an official position, citing that the International in 

neighboring countries had remained neutral in the split. Section 1 (New York) seized editorial control of the 

Arbeiter-Zeitung, leading to their expulsion by the General Council and the bankruptcy of the journal. Walter 

Göhring, Der Gründungsparteitag der österreichischen Sozialdemokratie Neudörfl 1874 (Vienna: Jugend und Volk, 

1874).  
1140By May 1873, Le Socialiste was noting the lethargy in organization since the International had broken up. 

Bulletin de l’Union républicaine de la langue française, June 16, 1874; Le Socialiste, May 11, 1873. 
1141 Bulletin de l’Union républicaine de la langue française, October 16, 1874. 
1142 Verhändlunger der Delegirten-Konferenz der Internationalen Arbeiter-Association abgehalten zu 

Philadelphia am 15 Juli 1876, Wisconsin Historical Society, Papers of the North American Branch of the 

International Workingmen’s Association, Box 1, Folder 8. 
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An emerging movement towards socialist unity in Germany influenced American 

socialist organizations to follow suit. By that point, the North American Federation was a largely 

German organization, with no English-speaking sections.1143 In Gotha, Germany, the Social 

Democratic Workers’ Party (SDWP) held a congress to unite with the General German Workers’ 

Association (ADAV). The SDWP was close to Marx, while the ADAV followed the ideas of 

Lassalle. Both parties adopted the platform and merged into the Social Democratic Party of 

Germany (SDP). Marx and Engels were set against the proposed unification, which they believed 

would lead to the dominance of Lassalle’s ideas. Marx wrote the Critique of the Gotha 

Programme in response to the intended merger, which was only published in 1891. He 

particularly disliked the new platform’s lack of internationalism and its endorsement of 

Lassalle’s “iron law of wages,” which implied that any struggle over wages, including those of 

trade unions, was ultimately counterproductive.1144 

The event gave impetus for a series of meetings in the United States, which had its own 

Social Democratic Workingmen’s Party. The SDWP was a primarily German organization that 

had grown out of ward-based organization after the financial crisis.1145  It was assembled from 

nine different organizations, four of which were from sections that had left the Federal 

Council.1146 The party had pivoted towards a trade-union strategy after its electoral failure, 

calling upon its membership to form or join unions in their workplace.1147 Former members of 

the Spring Street Council, including Leander Thompson and William West, were part of an 
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1144 See Peter Huddis, “The Alternative to Capitalism in Marx’s Critique of the Gotha 
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English-speaking section of the SDWP, but were not present at these meetings.1148 The 

Association of United Workers, the smallest of the organizations that participated in these 

meetings, was founded in 1874 and contained many members of the International.1149  

On October 1st, 1875, another Congress with the purpose of unifying socialist 

organizations was held in New York, though it did not initially succeed. The meeting gathered 

representatives of the SDWP, the United Workers, the Union républicaine de la langue française, 

as well as several sections of the Federal Council of the International. A proposal to assemble a 

unification committee was defeated.1150 With the exception of Hubert, the representative of the 

URLF, the Congress agreed that a centralized organization would be preferable to a 

federation.1151 According to Sorge, this first attempt at unification was unsuccessful because the 

SDWP “limited themselves as much as possible to working in the German way, to copying the 

German example.”1152 More likely, however, was that the International refused to dissolve itself 

into an organization, particularly if it had no guarantee that it would be a dominant voice within. 

The delegates argued about the shape of a new organization. The United Workers proposed to 

keep their name, but to be incorporated into the International and report to the General Council. 

The SDWP, while keen on the name “United Workers,” refused to join the International. The 

two French delegates’ credentials were disputed, and they were not part of subsequent 

meetings.1153 

However, the argument for unity eventually won out. On April 17th and 18th in 

Pittsburgh, the SWDP alongside different factions of the socialist movement organized an all-

 
1148 Messer-Kruse, Yankee International, 249. 
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workers convention. The convention was at first received quite coolly by the International, but its 

sheer numbers likely impressed upon its delegates the potential for strength in numbers.1154 The 

conference was extraordinarily well attended, numbering 136 delegates representing an 

estimated 450,000 workers.1155 Otto Weydemeyer, Joseph Weydemeyer’s son, acted as one of 

the secretaries of the meeting. A resolution calling for the unlimited printing of money, however, 

passed narrowly, and the socialist delegates walked out.1156 

A convention of socialists met the next day, which was attended by the General Council 

of the International, the SDWP, the Workingmen’s Party of Illinois, and the Association of 

United Workers. The convention issued a “Declaration of Unity” and a call for a general 

convention in July. Like the Social Democratic Workingmen’s Party, the Workingmen’s Party of 

Illinois had grown from sections of the International that were dissatisfied with the 

organization’s lack of political direction. Both tended to embrace Lassallean and not Marxist 

ideas about political power. They largely believed that trade unions were only relevant insofar as 

they could be directed towards the formation of a labor party. They also tended to advocate for 

cooperatives, that would then be aided through government policy.1157 However, defeats at the 

ballot box as well as a similar tendency towards coalition in Germany opened the door to join 

forces with the organization that they had left.  The conference led to the foundation of the 

Socialistic Labor Party, whose principles closely followed that of the International. It advocated 

for the emancipation of the working classes by the working classes themselves, calling itself a “a 
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centralized national organization, which pre-supposes international action.”1158  The International 

made preparations for the merger by consulting the remaining sections.1159 

The International had long ceased to function as a truly international organization, with 

no European federations attached to it. The General Council issued a circular on March 5th, 1876, 

explaining that the next Conference would be its last.1160 While dissolving the organization, 

members of the International were confident that they were giving new direction to the working-

class movement in the United States through the movement towards socialist unity. In a quiet last 

meeting, the General Council voted itself out of existence, declaring that “The International is 

dead!” The final statement explained that the International had dissolved itself in light of the 

situation in Europe. Striking a reassuring tone, the statement read: “Comrades! you, who have 

been loyal to the International with love and courage, will find means of widening the circle of 

its followers even in the absence of an organization.”1161  

The same group of delegates held the last Congress of the Federal Council of North 

America on July 15th, 1876. This meeting, however, was not without dissent, with one 

representative pushing for a debate on the most serious charges laid against the Federal Council. 

Among them included an accusation that the expelled sections were working with the SWDP to 

pre-empt unification. The finances were also in disorder: after a police raid on the Arbeiter-

Zeitung, $857 was stolen.1162 The Congress voted for two delegates, Friedrich Sorge and Otto 

Weydemeyer, to represent the Federal Council at the upcoming Unity Convention.  

 
1158 Emphasis in original. The formation of the Workingmen's Party of the United States, 4. 
1159 Letterbook of the Federal Council, 368, 393. 
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On July 19th, 1876, in Philadelphia, seven delegates met to discuss the terms of 

unification, with Sorge, Weydemeyer, three representatives from the SWDP, one from the Socio-

Political Workingmen’s Association of Cincinnati, and another from the Workingmen’s Party of 

Illinois. At the Congress, Sorge decried the proliferation of committees and procedures and made 

the case for a centralized organization, with delegates that could easily be revoked.1163 He also 

introduced the North American Federation’s theory of political action to the Constitution of the 

Workingmen’s Party. Contrarily to other factions within the Congress, Sorge and Weydemeyer 

argued that the political process in the United States was compromised, and the only condition 

for unity was to turn their back from the electoral process. The language that Sorge introduced to 

the Workingmen’s Party’s platform urged its members to prioritize economic struggle over 

electoral politics. He charged “that this middle class Republic has produced an enormous amount 

of small reformers and quacks, the intruding of whom into the Workingmen’s Party will only be 

facilitated by a political movement.”1164 The Constitution also included the rule that three-

quarters of the membership of each section must be workers.1165 

The only women’s section within the International, Section 3 (Milwaukee), pushed for 

language that would acknowledge the social and political equality of women.1166 The resolution 

called for absolute equality of the sexes within the organization, and for women to participate in 

labor struggle. It called upon men to assist them in this task. At the same time, the resolution 

denounced the movement for women’s suffrage, arguing that the “emancipation of women will 

be accomplished with the emancipation of men, and the so-called women’s rights question will 

 
1163 Proceedings of the Union Congress, held at Philadelphia, July 19th, 20th, 21rst, and 22nd, 1876, Wisconsin 
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be solved with the labor question.”1167 As Philip Foner has pointed out, the Workingmen’s 

Party’s political program was notably silent on the question of black rights.1168 Much like the 

International before it, these organizations focused primarily on the Northern and Western states. 

While the Workingmen’s Party did attract some black members, most notably Peter H. Clark, it 

never developed into a major organizing force among black workers.1169 

Despite Sorge and Weydemeyer’s objections, the convention nonetheless allowed the 

executive committee to back local political campaigns. Despite these disagreements, the former 

members of the International were at first optimistic about the influence that they had over the 

political program of the Workingmen’s Party, writing that their organization had died in name 

but lived on in its principles.1170 The seat of the new executive committee was in Chicago to 

reflect the growth of the socialist movement there, moving away from New York City as the 

center of gravity.1171 The Chicago Daily Tribune reported that “[o]utside of this city the 

Communists are as scarce as strawberries in winter.”1172J.P McGuire was appointed editor, 

alongside Adolph Douai as associate editor, of all three newspapers of the Workingmen’s 

Party.1173 The New York Herald reported, perhaps hyperbolically, that the newly formed party 

had 50,000 members.1174 In its next year of existence, the Workingmen’s Party boasted twenty-

four official newspapers.1175 
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*** 

 

From the International emerged an almost dizzying number of organizations and political 

tendencies. Its direct inheritors were the International Labor Union, the Workingmen’s Party, 

and the Socialist Labor Party. Other former members were connected with organizations 

including the American Federation of Labor, the Knights of Labor, and the Industrial Workers of 

the World. 

In the immediate aftermath of unification, the debates over electoralism that plagued the 

International carried on into the organizations that grew from it.   The former members of the 

International’s influence within the Workingmen’s Party of the United States dwindled, 

particularly after the railroad strike of 1877. The Workingmen’s Party was renamed the Socialist 

Labor Party (SLP) in 1877 at a convention that overturned the political principles that the North 

American Federation of the International had upheld.1176  The SLP’s convention upheld the 

necessity of political action and deemphasized the necessity of trade union organization.1177 At 

the same time, its members disdained the demand for currency reform and called for an eight-

hour day at the top of its platform. 

Representative of the shift in political orientation was the Party’s courting of racist 

immigration restrictions against Chinese workers. In its early days in California, the 

Workingmen’s Party agitated against racist violence: the Labor Standard began a campaign for 

workers to work in solidarity with Chinese workers against capitalists under the headline “Don’t 

Kill the Coolie.” Their efforts, however, were countered by Dennis Kearney, an agitator in 

California who took up the mantle of the Workingmen’s Party of California. Kearney had been 
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earlier rejected by the Workingmen’s Party of the United States. After 1877, members of the 

Workingmen’s Party of the United States made overtures to Kearney and the anti-Chinese 

campaign.1178 

Sorge and Weydemeyer, alongside parts of the old International, pulled out of the SLP 

and formed the International Labor Union alongside veterans of the eight-hour movement. The 

organization was primarily concerned with organized unskilled workers. Douai played a role in 

trying to bring in Southern black workers, though the ILU did not develop a foothold there, and 

was more successful in bringing in Northern textile workers.1179  

Historian Philip Foner observed that “despite its short existence under its original name, 

the Workingmen’s Party of the United States was the first link in a chain which has continued 

down to the present day.”1180A faction split off from the Socialistic Labor Party, and named itself 

the Social Democratic Party, later renamed as the Socialist Party of the United States in 1901.1181 

In 1919, the left wing of the Socialist Party also split, titling itself the Communist Party of the 

United States.  

Many members of the former Spring Street Council also found their political home 

within the Knights of Labor. The organization’s founder, Uriah Stephens, alleged having met 

Eccarius in London, who handed him the Communist Manifesto.1182 John T. Elliott, who served 

as the General Secretary of the Spring Street Council, was also active in the Knights, as well as 

Victor Drury, who was active in French Section 2 (New York) of the International.1183  
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The anarchist parts of the International likewise had a long afterlife. In Chicago, Lucy 

Parsons, a radical seamstress, regularly attended the meetings of the Workingmen’s Party of the 

United States and participated in its debates.1184 Her husband, Albert, was involved in the Party 

and in the ILU. Albert Parsons, along with August Spies, who was part of the Socialist Labor 

Party, were involved with an attempted revival of the International in the 1880s on anarchist 

grounds. Spies and Parsons, along with Justus Schwab, who was arrested and the Tompkins 

Square riot, were part of the International Working People’s Association and were later 

implicated in the Haymarket Affair.1185 Lucy Parsons went on to be one of the founders of the 

Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), who, like the ILU before it, explicitly advocated to 

organize unskilled workers. 1186 

Two of the founders of the American Federation of Labor, Adolph Strasser and Samuel 

Gompers, were members of Section 5 (New York) of the International, and organized in the 

Cigarmarkers’ Union.1187 Gompers was influenced by German socialists and was introduced to 

the politics of the Social Democratic Workingmen’s Party in Germany, which learned towards 

Lassallean ideas.1188 Strasser was the executive secretary for the Social Democratic Party in the 

United States. 
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The events at Tompkins Square seem to have crushed any faith that either man had in the 

International. Strasser was expelled from the International after the demonstration.1189 Gompers 

was particularly critical of the former members of the Spring Street Council for taking rash 

action, titling a chapter of his autobiography on the events “I Learn the Weakness of Radical 

Tactics.” Strasser was expelled from the International after the demonstration.1190 

The political lessons that Gompers and Strasser drew from their contact from the 

International certainly involved abstention from electoral politics. However, both men eventually 

became hostile to socialism and communist influences, and committed themselves to narrow, 

bread-and-butter demands for wage increases.1191 The pure-and-simple unionism for which 

Gompers and Strasser advocated came not from the International, but as a reaction against it.  

 

 

*** 

 

From its beginnings in the United States, the International put great hope in the eight-

hour day, which it argued was key to working-class emancipation. First and most obviously, it 

would put an end to a system of labor exploitation where workers toiled for often more than 

twelve hours a day. Secondly, it would address unemployment by offering more jobs for 

everyone and reduce the reserve army of labor. Lastly, it would allow workers more leisure time, 

 
1189 H. M. Gitelman, “Adolph Strasser and the Origins of Pure and Simple Unionism,” Labor History vol. 6 no. 1 

(1965): 74. 
1190 Gompers, Seventy Years, 82-83. 
1191Hermann Schlüter would note that while Strasser was a talented organizer and administrator, he bemoaned “that 

the qualities of his character were not on the same level as his other skills,” noting his anti-socialist stance. Schlüter, 

Die Internationale in Amerika, 510; Gitelman, “Adolph Strasser and the Origins of Pure and Simple Unionism,” 71–

83; Hubert Perrier, “De l’Internationale au ‘syndicalisme pur et simple’: l’influence de l’AIT sur le mouvement 

ouvrier aux États-Unis.” Cahiers d’histoire de l’Institut de Recherche Marxiste, L’Association internationale des 

travailleurs, no. 37 (1989): 107–24. 



275 

 

and critically more organizing time. In trying to achieve this goal, the International’s first priority 

was to forge links with the labor movement in the United States.  

What the International found, instead, was a labor movement that was increasingly drawn 

to dreams of class mobility, not class struggle. The NLU was growing more and more committed 

to currency reform. This demand was based on making cheap credit available to workers and 

echoed the republican ideal of self-improvement. 

While formally committed to racial equality, the NLU accepted segregated unions within 

its ranks, leading a group of black workers to split off into a separate organization, which 

observers named the Colored National Labor Union. The International attended the new 

organization’s first Congress and supported the entry of black workers into New York unions. 

The CNLU also recognized the strength of the International and planned to send a delegate to its 

European Congress. However, the CNLU’s increasing proximity to the Republican Party led it 

onto a road which the International could not follow. 

The NLU also fell into electoralism and attempted to form a third party. This was the last 

straw for black workers within the NLU, who protested against the organization’s tolerance of 

segregation, despite its formal commitment to racial equality. 

The North American branch of the International saw the rise of the two-party system as a 

major obstacle to the emancipation of the working classes. Its members developed an almost 

vitriolic hatred of the Democratic and Republican parties and disaffiliated from any movement 

that made overtures towards the two major parties. 

It is therefore perhaps unsurprising that when a group of American sections wanted to 

reconstitute the International along electoral districts, members of the Central Committee moved 
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to expulse them, in what Engels later deemed a “coup d’état.” 1192 The move was too much to 

stomach for French sections committed to republican liberty, who followed the American 

sections into forming a competing Council.  

The International sought above all to give a political orientation to the working class.  

Its members developed an orientation towards the American political system in which they 

pressured for concessions from the government without participating in electoral politics. While 

they endorsed the formation of a labor party, they believed that this should only be attempted 

once the labor movement was strong enough to attract sizeable support. This analysis emerged 

from the repeated failures to form a viable third party during Reconstruction. 

The International died alongside Reconstruction. Like so many other social movements, 

it was caught in a great, revolutionary experiment after the end of the Civil War. It, too, was 

crushed by the reaction that followed. Yet the International had a long afterlife. It inspired labor 

leaders and revolutionaries of many stripes for generations afterwards.  
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