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[talian-American Radicals
and Labor in Rhode Island, 1905-1930

Paul Buhle

Within recent years the Italians have through force
of character taken a place in the front ranks of the
revolutionary movement which is so rapidly developing
throughout the world. Especially is this true in the
United States and Canada....The working class of America
is indebted to the Italians and have cause to con-
gratulate themselves that these people have come to
this country in such large numbers bringing with them
the heritage of centuries of civilization: the tradi-
tions, culture and refinement of a great nation, all
of which will contribute to enrich the blood of the new
race that is being born in America. The Italians have
no deep-rooted racial prejudice. They readily mingle
with other people, imbueing their surroundings with
their native tenderness as well as force of character....

William D. Haywood, Il Proletario,
May 3, 1913

Come, O May, and entertain the oppressed with the
virile fanfare of the Ideal; these are the ones, don't
you see, who did not listen to the fraternal voice
that tried to lead them away from a slow death, who
have no rest from backbreaking work and are damned to
be modern slaves.

Come, O May, and in the powerful chorus of robust
voices which calls you, may the downtrodden, may the
weak of today hear clearly the bell that you ring to
call them together; come, O May, harbinger of peace,
of justice, of love and make each slave a free man.

Carlo Tresca, "Vieni, O Maggio!" Il Proletario,
May 1, 1906

The history of "New Immigrants'" in the American
labor movement and their influence on the American so-
cial landscape remains, with few exceptions, little
known and less understood. The institutional character
of labor history, the biases against non-English lan-
guage materials, the primitive state (and predominately
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left once more.

Nineteenth=century Italian radicalism had developed
as the ragged edge of the European Socialist movements.
In the Po Valley and the Northern industrial cities,
Socialism struck roots between periods of illegality
and reprieve. The near-medieval attitudes held toward
workers by landowners, clergy and the rising bourgeoisie
provoked a recurrently violent response--demonstrations,
strikes and riots tinged with a millenarian ideology.
Stable working class organizations assumed a community-
wide orientation, the camerera and their institutions,
the Casa del Popolo, reaching out from organized workers
toward all those with radical sympathies. As political
Socialism and trade unionism developed, they retained
many of the characteristics of semi-anarchist organiza-
tion: a minority bent on Revolution through the Gen-

eral Strike; a violent, inexorable opposition to the
Church; and impatience with the parliamentary maneuver-
ing of Socialist leaders. Repeatedly disrupted by
internal dissension and state repression, Italian
Socialists never achieved a tightly-controlled mass

party. By the same token, as a movement they remained
on the revolutionary fringe of the world Socialist

J movement. R

The distinctive character of Southern—Italian rad-
icalism grew out of extreme economic and cultural
"backwardness." Overpopulation, heavy taxation, poor
land and inadequate markets for agricultural produce
pushed the level of suffering beyond toleration. As in
the Iberian peninsula, such conditions and the savagery

' of the landowners (along with their clerical support-
ers) promoted anarchism rather than labor-Socialism.
Hunger riots, landowners' leagues, rural fasci and
other forms of "primitive rebellion" flared up repeatedly
and were repressed with great bloodshed. The main
activists in these riots, the contadini (agricultural
workers) combined an unabashed hatred for the rich with
elements of fatalism. Confined by the hundreds or
thousands to poverty within the 'rural cities,"” by and

l large illiterate, they remained loyal to the tradi-

t tions of family unity, village provincialism, and
"superstition" over institutionalized religion.
result, the Socialists made few inroads into the South.
And it was this region which(ggovided the bulk of immi-

grants to the United States.

As a

Radicals among the emigrant contadini operated
under special handicaps. All but a small proportion of
the immigrants lacked the urban sophistication, skills
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members of the most extreme wing of the movement were
known, foreswore any forms of permanent organization,
defended individual violence against tyrants (one of

its members returned to Italy to assassinate King Hum—
bert), and continually called for the general strike

and insurrectionary labor uprisings. This anarchism
colored most of the Italian—American radical spectrum.
Its nearest political relative, Syndicalism, preached
the union d4s the basis of the new, decentralized order
to come and dismissed electoral politics. Political
Soclalism proved a weak competitor to those tendencies
until well into the 1910s. The single important polit-
ical organization, the Italian Socialist Federation
(FSI), remained outside the American Socialist movement,
dominated by the syndicalists' loyalty to the Indus-
trial Workers of the World as the true movement destined
to make the Revolution. Even when political Socialists
and more moderate unions gained ascendency in Italian-
American radicalism, by 1920, they remained open to the
leadership of quasi-%?archists and the inspiration of

the general strike.(

This emboldened Italian radicalism was as much the
result of internal weakness as ideological fortitude.
High rates of illiteracy precluded the patient mass
education that American Socialist periodicals attempted.
The disproportionately male character of immigration
along with the forced geographic mobility of the un-
skilled worker, discouraged community formation and
undercut the founding of radical neighborhood networks.
The traditional sex-segregation of Italian social life
and indifference toward the education of women, greatly
impeded among Italian-Americans the kind of contribu-
tions radical women made to Finnish, Slavic and Jewish
Socialist movements in the United States, rootin§
radicalism in the day-to-day family practices.(6
The Ttalian-American movement tended more than its

counterparts among other ethnic groups to be an
ephemeral force, scattered among a handful of trades

and neighborhoods, crisis-oriented rather than well-
organized and evolutionary.

Such weaknesses did not negate the movement's sig-
nificance. The cadre of FSI members, newspaper sub-
scribers and consistently active sympathizers remained
small in proportion to -the population. But this minor-
ity undertook the monumental task of community and
factory organization with an unexcelled vigor.

Carlo Tresca, who had defied death and community disap-
proval by attacking the "Black Hand" societies and the
clergy, stirred crowds to revolt with a few roaring

phrases. Arturo Giovannitti, simultaneously a leading
union agitator and the foremost American radical poet,
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personaii; demonstrated the "inspirational character
that Italian—American revolutionaries go Proudly pos-

and fail to maintain so much 48 a publication schedule, /
but their little flame of Inspiration illuminated
vast reaches of political territory.

II

Industrial conditions and the Specific character |
of the Italian—American pPopulation ip Rhode Islang
underlined both the need for immigrant self-defense |
and the difficulty of an aggressive Posture vig-a-vig |
the ruling economic authorities, By the second decade
of the century, the state displayed al1 the contradic- !
tions of a New England manufacturing center in transition
from industrial leadership to relative backwater. ‘
Although the relocation of textile mills in the South

tons and wools, Rhode Island's. share of the national
market diminished. The spectre of cheap competition
further induced managers to drive wages lower and
intensify sweated labor. Still, the urban compactness
of the state and the diversification of industry heid
the proportion of industrial workers in the population
to a remarkable twenty percent. Machine shops, pre-
paring for the expansion for war manufacture, expanded ‘
the pool of semi-skilled labor ag did the "junk"

jewelry industry, rubbermaking, electrical parts and

other minor industries, Regressive manufacturing tech-

niques, Piece~work and home—work, found new 1ife amongst

average of twenty percent in manufactures, carried the
stigma of low wages and poor conditions, Italian-

The first state Bureau of Labor study of popula-
tion groups by origin, published in 1915, officially
designated the Italian-born and Ttalian~stock popula~
tion--some 55,000 in the State, with more than eighty-

likelihood to seek redress through any formal political
mechanism, Oyer half surveyed averaged ten dollars a
week or less, Along with the Irish, they constituted
more than eighty percent of the unskilled category
"laborers," and held the bottom rungs in jewelry, machine
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parts, and textiles, Comparable only to the less numer-
ous French-Canadiang and Portuguese, Rhode Island Ital-
ians had a Staggering illiteracy rate of some thirty
Percent; compared to their nearest equivalent in popu-
lation size, the Irish, Italians naturalized to vote
only in small numbers, twenty percent to the Irish
Seventy-one percent. Prone to both sedsonal and long-
term unemployment, unlikely to return home to Ttaly,
without political power or the industria]l leverage of
skilled positions, Italian-Americans occupied a posi-
tion of special vulnerability, )

Italian-American radi
ways to meet their needs.
siderable overlap were abso
ized the neighborhoods by t

cals devised a variety of
Along a continuum with con-
lute anarchists who scandal-

heir Priest-baiting, indus-
trial Syndicaligts interested foremost in union organi-

zation, and political Socialists working toward an
integrated political movement., These political varia-
tions reflected the very real divisions in the Italian-

American community in terms of background, political
skills, and intellectual finesse.

Italian-American Stone workers in West
southwest tip of Rhode Island
exotic radicalism. A highly-
well-paid minority within an
teen hundred or S0, they espo
of Luigi Galleani. After leading an insurrectionary
strike and riot in Patefson, New Jersey, in 1902, Gal-
leani had fled to Lynn, Massachusetts where Caranaese
anarchists had gathered following an unsuccessful: rebe]l-
lion in the 1890s, Galleani was a frequent visitor to
Westerly, his bombastic denunciation of capitalism
all too evidently a thin disguise for the radicals'
isolation. The granite-cutters viewed older community
members as "ambitious...cretins,” ignorant and afraig
of the ideas of liberty and fraternity, ”Subversives,
canaille, thieves, freebooters and bad ones" (as they
mimicked the local attacks upon them), they harassed
padrones in the quarries, loeal Priests and city off%—
cials whom they envisioned as one reactionary mass, (9)

erly, at the
» offered a model in

skilled and relatively
Italian population of fif-
used the white-hot anarchism

the official FST organ.
made few converts,
ceased to be an imp
movement , (10)

Despite their sincerity, they
and by the First World War had
ortant factor in the Statewide

The movement in Providence,
lesser extent Woonsocket, was both
complex. The Italian—American cons
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i i i and local publications.
and create institutions lons. Gal-
i i ined strong, especially
ista anarchism remaine : .
lei?c junctures when the revolutionary minority of the .
;zalian—American community felt most hopelessly %solate
and most thoroughly determined to make a revolut;ona;g
sentiment heard. Where the gap betweén prongan ata .
actual organizing narrowed, more cautious and strateg
minded elements held sway.

By 1905, FSI adherents in Rhode Island had recommenci:d_
tze str;tegic debates held in contemporary European
ical movements. They could agree on ? rather Ysﬁzzm
ombination of propaganda and revolutionary uni ené
get this accord remained abstract for Fhe loca Ectheir
The radicals attracted the most attenFlon.throug he
spousal of free thought, freely tradlgg 1ns;1ts_z;o
:hz clergy One comrade launched Il L1be1;of ?Eﬁlto
: i stions o ai
Thought) for opening up que 1t
ézizstific scrutiny. Radicals flauntéd'ihe relziizgs
i i by staging civil cerem ,
secration of marriage : =
f:'c')fi'lee love" unions "without the dirty w?ter tthCial
h forays, =
i inkled on. Apart from suc
(R e i d sentially to create a
i and anarchists tended es ; )
izgical world within a conservative one,. replaci;gas
orthodox ceremonies with their own. gz&;iiZitzg b2
i is Commune
elebration of the Paris : o
Egipﬁany or Easter. Summer outings took on a spézla
character when sympathetic women, presumablz fég;ozs o
embers, could be seen in joyful dances, red ri .
?heir c;ps to show their loyalties; and when gogiCilians
from all parts of the 01d Country, Tuscans ag =y s
Romans and Neapolitans, drank and sang together
ceremonial unity.

Luigi Nimini, the leading Rhode Island emigrellntel—
3

lectual, was a natural leader for the small r?ilcaNimini

vemen; Reared in a comfortable Verona gagl Y,list
ha ) i i ocia

i in the university, turne
had grown radical in iy PR
litical persecu
in the 1890s, suffered po iy
United States. In Provi ,

D hed hie o er, Ragione Nuova (New

i d his own monthly newspaper, 1oV
ézzzgn) as an organ of Free thought and Soc;alii:;n
later the official national jgan§1 of ghg a:g rean
Socialist Labor Party. Nimini foun.e Sl
Kogl Marx Circle, dedicated to propagating uf I
pilitical Socialism—-unlike the ambiguous reformi



the mainstream American Socialist Part
the Socialist Labor Party,

SLP's narrowness, he and hig
But Nimini accomplished sever
tives in Rhode Island.

y—-and joined
When Nimini challenged the
Paper were disowned,

al more important objec—
Because he believed so deeply
in free thought, he was able to gain the loyalty of

local Anarchists, Syndicalists and Socialists across
factional lines, and Present the community with ‘the
left's own Prominenti. Because he upheld a political
Strategy rather than mere anarchist resistance, Nimini
greatly advanced radical influence on. local institu-
tions and customs. Attacking reactionary priests,
staging grand public debates between the infamous
Galleani and local intellectual—religious figures,
Nimini also threw his energy into local reform activi-
ties from the fund-raising for the victims of the 1909
Callabrian earthquake to publicity for the Political
Refugees' Defense League. He carried radical agitation
from the street corner to mainstreanm political ban-~
quets. Most of all, Nimini nurtured the vision and
Practice of industrial unionism. Through continuous
Propaganda and personal leadership of early IWW.locals,
Nimini helped focus Italian-American radicals' atten-
tion upon the practical bread-and butter agitation. (13)

By the time he died in 1912, Nimini had laid the
groundwork for the second Stage of ITtalian-American
radicalism ip Rhode Island. As elsewhere, the movemen t
had failed to take hold through purely ideological
means. In order to Succeed, the Italian-American Left
had to attach its polemical thrust to a physical
Presence which promised immediate betterment for
ordinary laborers., This activity promised to accom-
plish two great objectives: to give a class interpre-

entment Ttalian-Americans
pporters of labor and rad-

The difficulties involved
were correspondingly great. The radicals might prove

too weak or too inept to overcome the opposition of con-
servative Italian-American leaders. And whatever
their exertions, radicals might be unable to mobilize

ically powerless, unskilled laborers
against a mighty industrial—political complex.

III
€ wave in the years 1909-1913
American labor movement and
allowed the New Immigrants to take center stage for
the first time. Ag saac Hourwich remarked in his pio-
neering study of labor and immigration, the claims made
about "New Immigrant" labor's passivity and apparent
dcceptance of miserable conditions had never been ac-
curate. Before the recession of 1903 flooded the job
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Support for the Lawrence strike surpassed previous
Italian-American radical agitation in Rhode Island.
"The moment has arrived, the hour has come,'" I1 Pro-
letario's Rhode Island correspondent appealed to state
readers, "your comrades have s?own the way through
their struggle and sacrifice."(17) gg1 militants and
anarchists held meetings in February affirming solidar-
ity for the strikers, condemning the AFL efforts to
"settle" the conflict on company terms, demanding the
release of political prisoners and raising funds for
the strike, During the next months, new sections of the
FSI and IWW appeared in Pawtucket and Woonsocket. De-
manding freedom for Ettor and Giovanitti, Pawtucket syn-
dicalists called for unity among all Italian politiecal
and fraternal organizations, utilizing a "Social and
Dramatic Club" to raise money and elevate spirits
through a series of performances, Luigi Galleani went
on the stump in Westerly, denouncing the "cossacks" in
typically bombastic terms, winning an enthusiastic
response he had not enjoyed there in years.

Support for Ettor and Giovanitti, now symbols of
outraged Italian~American citizenry, continued to swell
over the summer in two decisive directions. On the one
hand, despite the continuing attacks by the Church
hierarchy and Italian business leaders against the
IWW, organizers found audiences more curious and recep-~
tive, workers more willing to risk their jobs by union
membership., On the other hand, the Socialist Party,
scorned by all but a few Rhode Island Italian-Ameri-
cans, lent its enthusiastic support for a united labor
defense. 1In the first significant joint action between
Rhode Island English-language Socialists and the FSI,

a grand parade was planned for September, As thousands
marched under red flags to the Infantry Hall, erowds
had to be turned away by the overflow. Fn route,
Italian-Americans gained yet another experience in
special oppression. In what the local Socialist paper
called "an attempt to arouse race prejudice," police
chose to attack Italians marching through Federal Hill
and to seize the red flag. Against these divisive tac-
tics, one-time state legislator and SP leader James P,
Reid declared "the unjust incarceration of Ettor and
Giovanitti [will] be the incident that will weld to-
gether all the forces of the proletariat against the
common enemy, the capitalist class, for their accom-
plishment of their common ideal [in] the abolition of
the wage system" as the Lawrence strike had shown the
way forward to industrial unionism,

This series of events foreshadowed the first round
of mass strikes in Rhode Island during the "teens, the
most important since the textile and streetcar workers'
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m i i Immi-
conflicts of 1902, the earliest in which the New ILmm

the
grants in the textile industry t?ok part. ?1§hzgigship
IWW was unable to carry through 1tsdpéans 2. ez der
i i headed an ramatiz
for most strikes, it spear d ; he
iali tivists, though sma
flicts. Socialist party ac ) 114
Cz;ber played a key agitational role in the Engllsh
?anguaée public and among trade unions. -The ex1§te2ce
of this coalition permitted Italian-AmErlﬁan radliidz
i i i the comnso -
iferate their agitation, to see
Egoﬁrgiltﬁeir ranks in the public breakthrough so long

in coming.

Economic and social conditions in the state undgr—
lined the ripeness of the industrial scene.forta iﬁzl
i i h new immigration to
ive intervention. Althoug 0
thte continued at record levels, mogt pértlcu%aiiy
among Italians, the national prosperity tn 1zie; 2 .
dequate opportun
e the "green" laborers a .
§§Zk and stimulated greater deman@s by.the emPloysgnter_
Rhode Island workers sought equality :}th tZ:lEocdeCim_
And the inflation which w
parts elsewhere. ; R
i i the War years
ate family incomes during :
begun to erode family budgets, eYoklng a'call for a
larger share of the booming textile profits.

The state labor movement ggd solfaiherZEidgﬁzqual
to the task. By the end of 1912, on yk he builcine

es, streetcar drivers, brewery worke
Eizges’such as typographers had any s??b%an%igii;iiurdy
organization. Scarcely ten percent o F Et .
textile industry was organizedz afFer eig lzized o
sporadic agitation. The IWW w%th }ts proc e P
gram of "one big union," had likewise been un

secure a foothold.

In early 1913, the Esmond Mill in NorF?legZigeﬁzg,
adjoining Greystone where anfi§d:iigi:n; ﬁ:nth -y

formed during a successfu a
EZigme the prime site of state IWW aCtlv;tyﬁsmggitli-
Italian and disporportionately femalg, t ed Sy
loyees demanded a twenty percent ralse an i
P zral IWW members. In the early days of the s ; ri%fs
;EZS meetings were held ever{ dayzlYtligwdiE:;{ ;rEVid_
intihidated strikers. The Olneyvi e LRt
ed key leadership, aided by the New En% acou1d S Ty
the NIUTW. The Socialﬁst La?or Advo;ieein e e
proclaim the conflict "the flrﬁt.str e D N0 ool
that has been under the %ggirv131o? o ne mev ©
of Industrial Unionism." Ethnic di fere N of

i to form their own special branc

E;ngasd Ezilzigsnot otherwise hinder unity.i Asazze:he
three h&ndred strikers enrol%ed.in the Wog?l es
mill capitulated, a local unionist boasted: 133




The tea kettle has arrived,
We are going in for
a good hot dinner,
What do you think o
(neighboring) Centr
We'll show you how

also the oven.
9 o'clock breakfasts,

also afternoon tea,

f that, you guys at

edale and Georgiavilie?

to make a mill a pleas-

sized barn or cotta

club-house. Then we are going to start

soclety on working men's
lines--no profits, no working expenses,
goods at cost price to ajl members, (21)

The Esmond Success helped inspire a wave of

cotton and wool strikes 1in Pawtucket, South Kingston,
Centredale, Thornton, Warren, Woonsocket, Berkeley and
Olneyville, as well as work—stoppages among Italianp
laborers and road workers across the state, craft car-
pPenters, teamsters and bricklayers, unskilled workers
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Bulletin No. 2

Olneyville Textile Workers’ Strike

(SECOND DAY oF STRIKE)

THEY ARE STILL COMING ouT

Fville in paralyzed The muperintond:

thing that the Amoricun Woolen LCompany will give. Wil have them

et af ooe plant in Olnryville Proqiise 1o give every.
all saying that Pretly soon. We koow what the
Alerican Waaley Cotnpaay will give; they will give ALL that we demand, The solidurity of all Textile Workers i all
thal bn peeded (o E3i thiv polnt. My the engd of thy week, we espect not anly to have all the il paralysed, hut practi.
mlly esuipty, oulside of the bossss and u few nucksra
The forces for and againgl the Tesxtils w
and have sumnies in the Torw of
Workers are building. They are
thoy prevent strikers who nre sots
g lastics sball fot
be scube, wnd have n,

orkers are lining u
wo-culled “Friends of Labor” « |y
Lyl to bold “eumngpe

muctically aling i the Fight,
te dinrupt the wlid front that the Textile

¥ #riglnesred by & fpw nutkers, who wany 1o
ot the eoripe to be o, slone. ALL TOGETHER FoR 4854,
Dt of the thousanis of Textily Workery
The steikers’ rummitive kuows the bulk of ¢
Werv joining an orpatization that would eom
scaby, ho matter wlhat bigh officers tel] them * who uses wich tactica |y Playlig Lot the
hands of the Mill Lhmmnera, either Nmorantly or vieiously,

The mmall belp in the Yarm Departments are caming ont FTony Bes Lhem apd explain the mituation o them ang
Bt them ALL oot Use your time wveningy visiting the Textils Warkers, txplaining the stuation te them,

Al IN the Mills are ity the Mill Orwnery wnd favor & eut down next fall; wll OUT of the
Workers and themeelves and favor kelting back the cut.dowy we got an Feb,
i #7t anather cut-down by Maping IN the Mills, or line P to get & maise by coming OUT of the
B, Lite up with the workers, and make our wit so muh quisker and anre.

HRome of the Papers in thiv city wre eontrolled by the Mij Orwners, and the olhir one, the 20-cal
by the A, P L. which advises Jou to seab, Don't beliove nything they write in their papers, but
It Textile Hall and get thy resl dope,

Wateh for further Btrike Bulleting, Y PAPETe are Iying aboul tha strike,
OPEN-AIR MASS MEETING, WEDNESDAY, APRIL 23,

1 O°CLOCE, FOOT oF TROY STREET, BACK OF TAPT'S
MILL SPEAKERS IN ALL LANGUAGESR TURN 00T, ALL YOU BTRIKING TEXTILR WOREERS, ARD BHOW
HOW THE pArLy FAPERS ARE LYIngG.

Mills aro with the Text(s
3L That is all there |s to I You have
Mills Do not be a pex

led “Frisnd of Labor,™
come ta the neetings

OLNEYVILLE TEXTILE WOREKERS' STRIKE COMMITTEE.
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e
€ty. In
of virtually every ethnic and occupation§1 :ﬁ;ﬁezzmedi_
most cases, the strikers were‘able tg galzhe eporct
ate objectives--no reduction in pay from ; e
i of the work week-—or actual wage 1Rcr s,
redUCtlorilll housing and an end to "padroning (asan
betterlT d), the job-favoritism practiced by the "minor
e C: "e U;derstaffed at a time of national strain upon
gaasieéources, denounced in.pregs and pulpit gsm::Ely
illegitimate, immoral organl?atlon that se;;;i B
as a front for atheistic Socialism, the WoTh e e
vened successfully in only a few places.. hteiﬁe Char-,
however, in tactics and dr?ma, to h%&&}lg
acter and limits of the strike wave.

In Pawtucket, weavers at the Hﬁpe Webbingdm:ii
struck against a corrupt "padroning syst?m agi e
's refusal to post a consistent price ! s
C?mpany rk. The strikers, half Italian, met in an
giﬁii;:°hail to request IWW organizers toizzlplogﬁgziz;
i ds. The cr ca
themhandtizizuizzetghgiingegiz the five hundred workirﬁ-
zi gtﬁei parts of the plant, mostli girésai:wgh:aitn s
ecte -
el Yarzigg EEZEzéingh:tI?:eszactory gates and visits
Striﬁ:gz;mes of non-strikers. So successful w;;wthi:
ngort that over four hundred enrollid in(Egs :
strikers accepted management concessions.

In Peacedale, at the rural, southern’engi::tthgree
state, IWW organizers initiated the state's = .
ech Fight," as local and outside speakers ace .
SpeeC: togdr;matize the right to open labor agltaz ;n._
gi:iiacing the small craft follgwing of iiepﬂgi;s mez:_
i g IWW convened large-sca
Flle ﬁﬁ:iir:;nzzz by authorities, and briefly led two
1n§iouts for higher wages, fairer treatment in comga?¥4)
Kzusing, and non-discrimination against IWW members.

The most dramatic IWW confli?t pitted Erov;gizﬁe
tailors against the combined hostility gf Eh: :tate-,
The Tnternational Lodies Garmnt Herkors Union bad fust

rnationa adies J
$2§ izzsgnition in New York;'Bost?n tailo::nztizzzlln
sympathy in January, 1913, with five t ﬁuee £ focel

ment workers. In Providence, over thr -
garb rs swelled and transformed the formerly sma
Tizai drawing Jews, Italians, and seatteredhztzsrzin

tﬂer At the end of March, the IWW soug i

e reﬁensive victory in the department storesf i
;isg:ﬁing shops, over a thousand évowing to hg}d hzld
for a single contract. Mass m:izzzzz,dzgzzgzd Z o
i il younger seams a
tg %zgéi:E :23 Englisﬁ, ended in the tailors' expul



sion from their rented hall
confronted obdurate police :
mit and rushed in to break,
supporters on Federal Hill,

Plans for a mass parade
who refused to issue a per-
?ES? demonstration of IWW

OrganzzztzsgsRapers damned the IWW as a "socialistic
Saomant % thher Bove, leading prelate and long-
el diszvo iradicals on Federal Hill, issued state—
e :: nf the IWW's purported "violence and dis-
g i ) E aws of God and properly constituted
inCIHding.th §cal leaders of several important unions
el e Italian-American business agent of the ,
; ng Trades Laborers, poured their abuse upon the
:tr ke, state AFL president warning members "You must
tz eit?er for or against the IWW...." General Secre-
eovidence to mrusert TF eotens pa L KR
tec e ladies' tailors from i -
oo m inter
a reputable union." (26 ATE oeratois phorkers to "Joln
E;gnary Providence Journal for it: giz E:a2§§§t§23 e
: be menace to the peace of a community." And thg
hisE;rAdZ;cate rightly concluded, "Never before in the
ganizaiign g?e labor movement in this city has any or-—
Saeniled, aad Hover Tun & soeitare fo L none Bitterly
gle for better condi-
tions been(?9fe vigorously opposed than in the p?e;ent

instance,"

- S;ch pressures proved too great for the state
Dyeing EOEEZE;di a; thedHope Webbing works, at the Queen
: n Providence and the giant Bro
i?:rpe machine complex where the IWW had begunWZgita
n, management weeded out the "t )
tion, roublemakers'" and
igzlmlzated other workers into accepting non-union sta-
Johé Go;dPeaﬁsdale, United Textile Worker president
en (best known for his attem "
: pt to "settle"
Ege Lawrence strike over the head of the IWW) soight
weaz:::wtghi 1;dustr§il peace by pressuring striking
esign publicly from their jobs
; and
holding rump meetings of "loyal" uniongsts’reZdbeO r
e—

turn to wor il
the Police.%zgy e the IWW conclaves were hounded by

actio:he é:?ladgent?re in Rhode Island gave way to re-
advancés i oping 1nflaFion practically negated wage
S rang i. oolen operatives reported a particularly
sav Eprossiease of the workpace. And management, af-
o . Thng tge IWW, acted against other troublesome
e ;hous; dt e B.B.& R. Knight firm, with more than
ageint o 1914 strike.” Rarnes then port oile,Voibon
S s er than give in to
::ndrﬁd mule spinners, owners replaczd the mule:hﬁizgo
ng rrames run by children, destroying the state's

most importanizﬁginners' local, with roots going back
to the 1880s.

v

The core of Italian~American radicalism had not
been destroyed, nor had labor grown permanently quies-—
cent. The wartime expansion of production and a simul-
taneous growing self-consciousness among Italian-
Americans generally broadened the possibilities for
1abor success. Although they remained on the edges of
their communities, Italian-American radicals drew a
wide following among residents in the period‘of high
excitement during 1912-14. Community members turned
out in the hundreds to hear Joe Ettor in late 1912, and
again the following year to protest the Ludlow Massacre.
When Rhode Island governor Aram Pothier called openly
for wage reductions to keep local mills competitive,
the Italians participated in a protest meeting described
as "one of the largest ever held in Olneyville.'" Mean-
while, the FSI and the anarchists erected clubhouses in
Providence and Pawtucket, the Casa Proletaria as in
the 01d Country intended to win workers and community
members away "from their patriotic and religious senti-
ments," and to provide a(gsgting hall with a center for
leisurely entertainment.

Continuing unemployment, skyrocketing prices and
the spectre of a European war from which American prof-
iteers were amassing fortunes, deepened Italian—-American
resentment in 1914 and provided radicals with an unpre-
cedented legitimacy. By late August, 1914, Syndical-~
ists and Socialists sponsored demonstrations in Provi~
dence to protest prices and to demand state government
relief. A community-wide committee broadened the agita-
tion, as L'Eco reported, against "hunger, unemployment
and systematic discrimination in America.'" Activists
passed circulars through the neighborhood, urging
residents to attend a mass meeting. Following a rally,
crowds sacked the offending stores. The following
day's events, described variously as "the worst riot in
the annals of the city," and (by Socialists) the "most
awe-inspiring demonstration...that has ever taken place
in the history of Providence," are described elsewhere
in this issue by Judith Smith.

Whatever their lack of political experience in
American society or lack of strategic acumen, Providence
Italian-Americans had in large numbers demonstrated an
unwillingness to tolerate the worst humiliations of
their position. As a Socialist eyewitness wrote;

Not possessing the sluggish nature of natives,
these fathers, mothers and children of ac-
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tion, angered by the insulting a
tactics of the Governor and ngogdsﬁgzgigs
the%r faking investigations, took the bit in
their teeth....Hunger knows no law, and the
sight of loved ones and children w;sting
away for the lack of the poorest sustenance
while polite thieves like the managers of the
Atlantic Mills are swelling in 1u will
produce more and better fruit... fHEy’

Events in the following years pointed to a.growing self-

consciousness through a blendi
awareness. & ng of ethnic and class

And yet, radicals were n i
these energies into a politicz;eiozzi:ngf nggii;gffe
guage Socialists headlined their account of the prot::;
rallies following the rioE§§§, "Ttalian Workers to Seek
Redress on Election Day." This encapsulated the
difficulty Socialists experienced in relating to the

—— —s

Atlantic Mill, Olneyville

New Immigrants, especially Italians. An electoral
stFategy had no more appeal now than earlier, even
whlle.ItalianS seemed determined to fight fo; their pr
rogatlves. ITtalian-American Syndicalists and Anar- .
chists did no better with their insurrectionary ap-
peals to War resistance and their avant-garde attzck
upon American (or Italian) patriotism. While these g
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appeals stirred sympathy and individual response,

the trajectory of the New Immigrant movement lay in
the direction of labor seeking higher wages and better
conditions, not in ideological sloganeering and party-
building.

Although Rhode Island textile profits hit a new
high in 1919, the spectre of Southern competition and
the option of shifting work from region to region
bolstered the owners' determination to resist unioniza-
tion. The depressed character of the economy and
soaring unemployment in 1914 deprived Rhode Island
workers somewhat of the sellers' market enjoyed by
labor in war-related production elsewhere. Neverthe-
less, Rhode Island labor demonstrated an unprecedented
volatility during the war years. While profits soared,
wage demands stalked inflation, and maximum hours in
key industries dipped under fifty-four for the first
time, settling at an historic forty-eight-hour week for
much of the mill population. The earlier labor offensive,
broken by economic downturn and concerted employer resis-
tance, reasserted itself in ever-wider circles between
1915 and 1919. As David Montgomery has suggested, the
cooperation of skilled and unskilled workers, an unprec-
edented solidarity of Ygz}ous ethnic groups, made this
forward leap possible.

By 1915, the first stage of this development had
already altered the character of Rhode Island labor's
situation. Following the lead of Bridgeport, Connec—
ticut, machinists who had struck citywide in the summer
for an eight-hour day, Providence machinists demanded
the same of Brown & Sharpe, now prospering under war
orders. When one hundred men were fired for union
activities, five thousand strikers poured out, later
parading through the streets, running in and out of the
plant, shouting "Eight Hours." Underlining the
importance of this event, as the Labor Advocate
noted, was the "awakening it has caused among al{35)
classes of labor, organized and unorganized...."
Indeed, most of the '"machinists," outside the top grade
of skilled worker, were recent immigrants, especially
Ttalians. Iron foundry workers elsewhere in Providence
joined in a sympathetic strike, and unions ?gg?ss the
state increased their membership overnight.

The most remarkable aspect of this outpouring was
the sanction it received from the normally timid of-
ficial trade union leaders, and the shifting ideo-
logical framework that the strike leaders sought to
create. Repelling charges that the strike was a
"German Plot," International Association of Machinists!
leaders proclaimed their comstituénts ''loyal American
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citizens.(3§5riking for a larger measure of industrual
freedom," The: state metal trades council's short-
lived paper, The Labor World, proclaimed,

= The country is talking national prepared-
ness. The Church is talking spiritual pre-—
paredness. And the one thing that should
receive the most consideration is neglected
by those who it would benef%gsTost, and that
is industrial Preparedness,

Far from implying any hesitation to make demands against
the "public interest," the appeal for industrial demo-
cracy became a battle cry for those, like the execu-
tive member of IAM, who threatened to pull out every
metal worker in the state to gain eight hours and then
"fight until every girl in the c%gg of Providence is

. . o )
working only eight hours a day.

In the next four years to 1919, strikes and union
membership rose impressively. From the metal trades to
the traditional low-wage industries, jewelry and textiles
unionized workers gained increased wages and shorter
hours, also benefitting those who remained outside
organized labor. Most of the sites of earlier IWW agi-
tation--Hope Webbing, Brown & Sharpe, and Queen Dyeing-—-
continued to be centers of strike activity, now without
direct IWW involvement. Textile workers, teamsters
and brewery workers at various points threarened sanc-~
tions or staged sympathy actions to ban "hot" (scab—
produced) items from production and to enforce local
demands., Amidst an atmosphere which must have
reminded old-timers of the Knights of Labor drive in

the %2898, Rhode Island labor appeared to be coming of
age.

>

The advance applied more perhaps to Italian-Ameri-
cans than to any other single nationality. A rising
self-consciousness briefly embraced unionization on the
one side, progressive community activity and public
opinion on the other. 1In Natick, operatives at the
giant B.B!&R.Knight mill wa1ke<34351t in 1918 to protest
ethnic slurs and mistreatment. Such overt demands
were rare. But the identification between labor's ad-
vance and the Italian-American's right to share the
fruits of democracy grew obvious even in the middle-
class press. 1In 1919, several Rhode Island branches of
the Sons of ITtaly, a fraternal lodge, gained broad cov-
erage in L'Eco for demands thafaﬁfalian—Americans gain
fair treatment from employers. The same paper
complained that what Americans needed was labor unity,
the spirit of the IWW infused with that of the practical
AFL. This was a far step from the trepidations of the
early 'teens, and marked a vaguely defined but crucial
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While making gains, unions of unskilled workers
remained fragile, unable to coordinate laer's strengths
in any systematic fashion, and thereby subject to the
worst of company counter-offensives. Tpe labor defeéts
in jewelry and textiles demonstrated this vulnerability,
A maverick AFL union, the International Jewelrz Workers,
had spread out to Rhode Island's "junk jewe%ry center
to follow the trade running from New York City shops
organized through the cooperation of qew1sh Social-
ists and Italian Syndicalists. Relatively small a?d.
regionally limited, the IJWU was nev?rtheless a spirited
labor expression of the time, free-minded enngh to -
print essays by Tolstoy and Krapotkin si;ng31de i;g?nl—

i in its journal even while engaged in
zagzzgiiaiZPZiiiggle forJexistence. ?he jewelry workers'
key conflict in Rhode Island pitted eight hundred
employees of Ostby & Barton's, one of the large§t
jeﬁelry firms in the nation, against ? pool ?f jewelry
employers, labor spies, and a press filled Wlth smears
of "radicalism" and "anarchy." Despit? a vigorous e?—
fort, jewelry workers were beaten, their me?ber?hlpaln
Rhode Island reduced to a scattered few. Likewise in
the great textile conflict of summer, 1918, mass ed
picketing and parades seemingly presaged a lo?g—awalte
union breakthrough. John Golden, United Textllg Worker
president, took charge to urge moderation, Warnlng
workers that all strike funds would have to be ?alS?d
inside the state, and beseeching them to trust 1nhh1s
negotiations with the War Labor Board to settle't e
crisis. As the strike sagged and co}la?sed.of its an
weight, the proTZE? of industrial unionization fade
away once more.

further sh%£§)in the balance of forces among Italian- w

The leadership that Italian-American radica}s gave
to trade union work, the orchestration of community and
fraternal support in New York, Chicago and Lynn, scarcely
existed in Rhode Island by the late 'teens. ét best,
the remnants of other IWW locals, like the tailors,
found their way into the broader union movement through
"amalgamation'"; at worst, as among the hotel workers
or mill operatives impelled to re51§tan?25§y Wobblyd
oratory, organization seemed to vanish. The ra —ld
icals had been unable to make the turn aw?y_from an ? 1
ultra-radicalism to a more calculated pol%tlcs. An itin
erant organizer for the Amalgamated Clothlgg WOrkErsland
complained in 1919(Eg?t nearly eYerYWhe?e in New ?g 2
the same was true. The continuing isolation of the
self-styled revolutionary vanguard led Eo a SEnse of
absolute distance from the majority of ''sheep' who
followed the orders of the factory owner and the admon-
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itions of the priest. The limitations of such uncom-
promising spirit upon a strategic outlook grew more
painfully obvious as the years advanced. While labor
in Rhode Island moved ahead largely without the leader-
ship of the anarchists and syndicalists, government
agents seized upon the open anti-war stance of radicals
to persecute, imprison and deport them. As Rhode Island
syndicalists faced the jailing of their national IWW
leaders, anarchists looked on in horror at the sup-
pression of Cronoca Sovversiva, the jailing and deegyf—
ation of many subscribers and of Galleani himself.
Conscientious radicals could not fail to resist the
world slaughter, but many had left themselves open to
repression by severing too hastily the links of poten—
tial support from the ethnic and labor communities.

The Italian-American revolutionaries' moral strength
had been their strategic weakness: they could not,
would not abandon their feverish dreams for a paler
reality.

\'

A full consideration of this explosive era's af-
termath in the 1920s and the implications for Italian-
American labor and ethnic radicalism in Rhode Island is
beyond the scope of this article. Yet the outline is
revealing as a somber epilogue, a lesson in the cultural
isolation of radicals and the defeat of labor by over-
whelming forces, the tipping of the balance in a community
away from a progressive inclination. This shift took
place in a context of increasing anti-unionism and
nativism. The 1922 strike,.described elsewhere in
these pages, has been interpreted as an essentially
defensive response to worsening conditions, one of
what David Montgomery calls the "huge, protracted,
desperate battles" fou%Eg)vainly to preserve the
minimal Wartime gains. But a closer observation
of strike strategy and community support patterns re-
veals that the conflict also proved a kind of synthe-
sis of IWW-like inspiration and ingenious tactics on
the one hand, practical, '"mainstream'" unionism on the
other. The ethnic origins of the strike, and the extra-
ordinary tenacity and willingness to work with other
groups, offer perhaps the best evidence that Rhode
Island Italian-Americans had joined those in New York,
Pennsylvania, Illinois and elsewhere in linking the
fate of their people with the success of labor.

This succe$sful mobilization came too late and
offered too little in an era dominated by the open
shop rollback of wartime union gains, a racism and
nativism dramatized by the Ku Klux Klan's revival, and
the successful isolation of radicals from most centers
of power. TItalian-Americans in Rhode Island and else-
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where additionally faced their own special proble?s in
Mussolini's seizure of Italian state power. Fascism,
with some of its tangled roots in the radical movement,
spoke to a vicarious nationalistic pride among not only
the business classes, but wider sectors of the popula-
tion stung by discrimination and poverty. Whilg other
important ethnic groups (Jews, Hungarians and_Flnns)
felt the leftward pull of the Russian Revolutionm,
Italian-Americans had to endure the steady erosion ?f
their hard-won gains by the power of organized bu}l%es.
Thus the direction of the Sons of Italy, once mobilized
in support of the Italian-American labor(ﬁgyement, fell
increasingly under right-wing influence.

For a brief historical moment, the Italian-Ameri-
can left in Providence and elsewhere experienced an
Indian summer. The reactionary turn in Ameri?an ?ul—
ture at large had, perhaps, the effect of.enllvenlng a
self-conscious avant-garde for the last time. New
fraternal centers, like the Matteotti Club (named after
the Italian Socialist Senator assassinated by.the Fas-
cists in 1924) in Cramston, flourished as SOcl?l and
recreational institutions. New local associaFlogs,
like the Gruppa Autonoma and Gruppa di Anarchisti '
associated themselves with a new generation of Italian-
American radical newspapers, Carlo Tresca's popular .
I1 Martello and the Galleanista Adunata dei Ref?rqggpl.
The 1922 strike briefly widened the pool of radlcal.
recruits, most especially for those drawn to Comm?nlsm
rather than to Anarchism. While the ItalianTAmerlcan
Communists nationally began a short-lived daily news-
paper, Il Lavoratore, from Chicago, thﬁ Rhode Island
faithful launched "language Federation' branches of
the Communist movement in Providence, Pawtucket and ]
Woonsocket. Communist, syndicalist, unaff%l}ated radi-
cal, all but the most extreme anarchists, joined togeth-
er in anti-Fascist activities: building 1oca} suPport
for agitational tours by Tresca and others;'flghFlng a
backstairs struggle against the advancing Right in Fhe
Sons of Italy; and proclaiming a positive, progfg8§1ve
Italian identity through the Risorgimento Club.

These activities had an essential function in coun-
terbalancing the pressure of the right. Indegd, the
presence of a democratic anti-Fascism in.Pr0V1dence
through the Second World War owes its existence toh
radicals. But the institutional base for a leftward
ethnic orientation eroded rapidly. Their events Well—
attended on picnic days, the Italian-American ¥ad1cal§
had less and less of a political function outside anti-
Fascism. Their movement disappeared by degrees, Fhr?ugh
the retirement and death of old comrades and the indif-
ference of the newer generatioms.
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The last important struggle to reach outside the
Italian—American community, and to make demands in the
name of Ttalian-Americans as a whole, suggests both the
essential nature of the 1920s radical movement and its
limitations. Radicals in Providence had begun a com-
munity support for Sacco and Vanzetti as early as 1920,
professors as well as proletarians drawn to the podium
in the prisoners' defense. As the case reached its
final stages, the agitation accelerated. Perhaps most
novel in this activity was the role of the theatrical
troupes, notably the Providence-based Spartacus Filo-
dramatica, which toured the state raising funds and de-
manding justice for the two victims. Support from the
labor movement, elicited by such figures as Luigi
Nardella and James P. Reid, helped erect a wide basis
of support by bringing many non-Ttalians (and non-
radicals) into the defense. The major lesson urged by
the left, however, thrust home the impact of the Sacco-
Vanzetti case for millions of Ttalian-Americans: the
case was not one of simple justice, but rather resist-
ance to armed discrimination, the murder of two noble
figures as scapegoats for all that conservative, Anglo-
Saxon America despised but could not destroy outright.
In the final months of appeals, Italian-American senti-
ment ran higher than for any other political issue in
memory. When tens of thousands gathered on the Dexter
Training Ground in Providence a few days prior to the
execution, representatives of right and center,
fraternal and religious groups spoke in the prisoners’'
defense; but the initiative and responsibility fell to
the left, which had seen through the fight from the be-
ginning. Broken hopes in the wake of I] Martello's
call for a political general strike, the final futility
of a mammoth demonstration on the Boston Common (for
which Rhode Islanders scheduled special trains), the
hopelessness of appeal by even leading American intel-
lectuals—-with these, one might say, the great cause of
the 1920s left faded, an expectation in American demo~-
cratic processes disappointed Italian-American lab?gl)
would never experience a moment such as this again.

Even by the 1920s, political reality bypassed
Italian-American anarchism and syndicalism. FEach new
generation defines its own needs by the world immediately
around it, and the broad participation of Italian-
Americans in Rhode Island and elsewhere in the CIO and
subsequent labor movements required no such ideology.
The early Italian radicals had contributed most to
labor's development as a background force, ancestors
rather than mentors. And yet something had been lost
with the failure of labor and radicalism in the 1910s.
The revolutionary Italian-Americans even more than the
native-born Wobblies carried the nineteenth century
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These two men were not afraid
to smell rottenness
in the air of Massachusetts
50 they are dead now and bumned
into the wind of Massachusetts,

Their breath has given the wind new speed.
Their fire has burned out of the wind
the stale smell of Boston.

Ten thousand towns have breathed them in

and stood up beside workbenches,

dropped tools,

flung plows out of the furrow

and shouted

into the fierce wind from Massachusetts,

In that shout’s hoarse throat

in the rumble of millions of men merching in order
is the roar of one song in a thousand lingoes.

John Dos Passos
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romantic vision--a pure dream of mass participation in
every aspect of life, an autodidact culture in which
learning suggested enlightenment rather than intellec—
tual drudgery, the expectation that social controls
over people's lives would produce an absolute nega-—
tion in liberatory energy-—-into a disillusioned twenti-
eth century. Perhaps this earlier, "pure" radicalism
has no place in a world where most choices seenm good
only in reference to worse alternatives? Then again,
perhaps a Pawtucket syndicalist from 1913 has something
to say which has not yet clearly been heard: out of
the humblest sources, the materials for revolt may be
assembled; the problem is to invest the familiar Sym-
bols of freedom with an intensity so extraordinary that
a leap can be made from the "objectively necessary" to
the possible. Not so long ago, in a small ethnic ghetto

of a small state, there were people who knew it could
be done.

Wanskuck Mill, Providence

I wish to thank Prof. Rudolph Vecoli, dean of Italian-
American radical history, and David Montgomery for help-
ful, sympathetic comments on an early draft of this
paper. Judy Smith provided much guidance throughout

the process. Sue Benson, James Celenza, Mark Naison,
Gary Kornblith, and Ted Burrows among others also made
helpful criticisms and suggestions.
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