
 

 

 
Working Class Politics: 

Speech at Riverfront Park, Chicago1 
[excerpt] 

(September 18, 1910) 
 
We live in the capitalist system, so-called because it is dominated by 

the capitalist class. In this system the capitalists are the rulers and the 
workers the subjects. The capitalists are in a decided minority and yet they 
rule because of the ignorance of the working class. 

So long as the workers are divided, economically and politically, they 
will remain in subjection, exploited of what they produce and treated with 
contempt by the parasites who live out of their labor.  

The economic unity of the workers must first be effected before there 
can be any progress toward emancipation. The interests of the millions of 
wage workers are identical, regardless of nationality, creed, or sex, and if 
they will only open their eyes to this simple, self-evident fact, the greatest 
obstacle will have been overcome and the day of victory will draw near.  

The primary need of the workers is industrial unity and by this I mean 
their organization in the industries in which they are employed as a whole 
instead of being separated into more or less impotent unions according to 
their crafts. Industrial unionism is the only effective means of economic 
organization and the quicker the workers realize this and unite within one 
compact body for the good of all, the sooner will they cease to be the vic-
tims of ward-heeling labor politicians and accomplish something of actual 
benefit to themselves and those dependent upon them. In Chicago where 
the labor grafters, posing as union leaders, have so long been permitted to 
thrive in their iniquity, there is especially urgent need of industrial union-
ism, and when this is fairly under way it will express itself politically in a 
class conscious vote of and for the working class.  

So long as the workers are content with conditions as they are, so long 
as they are satisfied to belong to a craft union under the leadership of those 
who are far more interested in drawing their own salaries and feathering 
their own nests with graft than in the welfare of their followers, so long, 
in a word, as the workers are meek and submissive followers, mere sheep, 



 

 

they will be fleeced, and no one will hold them in greater contempt than 
the very grafters and parasites who fatten out of their misery.  

It is not Gompers, who banquets with Belmont and Carnegie, and 
Mitchell, who is paid and pampered by the plutocrats, who are going to 
unite the workers in their struggle for emancipation. The Civic Federation, 
which was organized by the master class and consists of plutocrats, politi-
cians, and priests, in connivance with so-called labor leaders, who are used 
as decoys to give that body the outward appearance of representing both 
capital and labor, is the staunch supporter of trade unions and the implac-
able foe of industrial unionism and socialism, and this in itself should be 
sufficient to convince every intelligent worker that the trade union under 
its present leadership and, as now used, is more beneficial to the capitalist 
class than it is to the workers, seeing that it is the means of keeping them 
disunited and pitted against each other, and as an inevitable result, in wage 
slavery.  

The workers themselves must take the initiative in uniting their forces 
for effective economic and political action; the leaders will never do it for 
them. They must no longer suffer themselves to be deceived by the spe-
cious arguments of their betrayers, who blatantly boast of their unionism 
that they may traffic in it and sell out the dupes who blindly follow them. 
I have very little use for labor leaders in general and none at all for the 
kind who feel their self-importance and are so impressed by their own wis-
dom that where they lead their dupes are expected to blindly follow with-
out a question. Such “leaders” lead their victims to the shambles and de-
liver them over for a consideration and this is possible only among craft-
divided wage slaves who are kept apart for the very purpose that they may 
feel their economic helplessness and rely upon some “leader” to do some-
thing for them.  

Economic unity will be speedily followed by political unity. The 
workers once united in one great industrial union will vote a united work-
ing class ticket. Not only this, but only when they are so united can they 
fit themselves to take control of industry when the change comes from 
wage slavery to economic freedom. It is precisely because it is the mission 
of industrial unionism to unite the workers in harmonious cooperation in 
the industries in which they are employed, and by their enlightened inter-
dependence and self-imposed discipline prepare them for industrial mas-
tery and self-control when the hour strikes, thereby backing up with their 
economic power the verdict they render at the ballot box, it is precisely 



 

 

because of this fact that every Socialist, every class-conscious worker 
should be an industrial unionist and strive by all the means at his command 
to unify the workers in the all-embracing bonds of industrial unionism.  

The Socialist Party is the party of the workers, organized to express in 
political terms their determination to break their fetters and rise to the dig-
nity of free men. In this party the workers must unite and develop their 
political power to conquer and abolish the capitalist political state and 
clear the way for industrial and social democracy.  

But the new order can never be established by mere votes alone. This 
must be the result of industrial development and intelligent economic and 
political organization, necessitating both the industrial union and the po-
litical party of the workers to achieve their emancipation.  

In this work, to be successfully accomplished, woman must have an 
equal part with man. If the revolutionary movement of the workers stands 
for anything it stands for the absolute equality of the sexes and when this 
fact is fully realized and the working woman takes her place side by side 
with the working man all along the battlefront the great struggle will soon 
be crowned with victory.  
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1 This is a short excerpt of the two-hour speech to an estimated 12,000 people at Chicago’s 
Riverfront Park which launched the 1910 election campaign of the Socialist Party of Cook 
County. 

                                                


