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A significant body of academic literature and public commentary focused on politics and political geography at the local, regional 
and national levels has long suggested that the United States -- unlike most other industrialized countries -- has experienced a 
relative absence of class-based politics, including an absence of spatially-discernible class-based voting. While the United States 
indeed stands alone among industrial countries in the degree to which its dominant political processes have been shaped by the 
lack of significant socialist movements, and of permanent socialist parties which are able to mount significant opposition at either 
the local or the national level, the absence from the political scene of movements with a labor-oriented platform over the past 
several decades belies the significance of class-based political movements during the period from the latter decade.s of the 19th 
century to the end ofthe Great Depression. In the present paper, I focus on the period in Wisconsin's history when a radical cJass
based politics threatened to dominate the state's elections. I will argue that the emergence of economic problems in the late 
nineteenth century created the environment for the entry of moderately successful labor parties and the demise of voting tied 
largely to religion and ethnieity. 

I n trod uction 

Analysts of the American political and political
geographical scene have frequently commented on the 
unusual absence of a class-based politics in the United 
States. Unlike other industrial democracies, the U.S. 
has not had consistent class-conscious voting or signi
ficantly strong and permanent leftist political parties. 
Explanations for the relative absence of radical class
based American voting behavior have ranged from 
theories that posit unique socio-economic structures 
in American society to approaches that emphasize 
ethnic cleavages, relative affluence, or political and 
institutional limits. Whatever the variation in theory 
and explanatory language, the fundamental assertion 
in all this literature is that our political culture has 
never been a friendly environment for political cleav
age based on social class. 

The primary focus of this paper is the period in 
Wisconsin's history when a radical class-based politics 
threatened to dominate the state's elections. I examine 
the ramifications of this problem from both a socio
political and a spatial perspective and argue that the 
emergence of economic problems in the late 
nineteenth century created the environment for the 
entry of moderately successful labor parties and the 
demise of voting tied largely to religion and ethnicity. 
Beginning with the emergence of the National 
(Greenback) Party in the 1870s, a substantial number 
of working class voters left the Republican and 
Democratic parties for minor parties with a labor 
orientation. Small town and agricultural communities 

on the other hand were attracted by progressive or 
conservative Republicanism. By J91 0 the familiar 
voting patterns in Wisconsin's counties and lower 
level governmental units had been dramatically and 
permanently altered. 

This essay will attempt to show how and why an 
ethnocultural partisanship began to give way to the 
types of voting behavior that would become familiar 
during the 1920's and during the Great Depression of 
the 1930's. My central thesis is that the combined 
impact of industrialization and new movements 
outside the two major parties paved the way for the 
group-centered voting and non-voting trends in 
Wisconsin that generally became the nationwide 
pattern for partisan alignment following the New 
Deal. Minor political parties played a critical role in 
the evolution of these electoral changes because a 
succession of these parties mobilized working class 
voters with a new set of issues until the last such effort 
under the Socialists disintegrated in the Twenties. Fur
thermore, I will argue that minor party mobilization 
efforts provided the political groundwork for the 
Democratic Party in regions of the state that have 
become the democrats' most consistent partisan 
strongholds today. 

Partisanship and Ethnicity 

The major lines of political cleavage in late 
nineteenth-century voting patterns are wel.l known 
(Hammarberg 1977). Partisanship in this era was not 
rooted in economic or occupational distinctions. Nor 



could voting behavior be explained by the urban
suburban-rural patterns familiar today: 

Neither gradations in wealth nor 
perceived differences in social sta
tus nor shared orientations toward 
the work experience were the core 
of partisan commitments. Partisan 
identifications mirrored irreconci
bly conflicting values emanating 
from divergent ethnic and religious 
subcultures (Kleppner 1979 14). 

With some minor variations, depending on the 
issues and candidates, most elections during the period 
from 1876 to 1920 pitted the native-born and 
immigrants from an evangelical religious heritage 
against Catholics, German Lutheran and Southern
stock voters (Jensen 1971). The electoral contests at 
the end of the last century were a kind of political 
confessionalism in which issues like temperance, 
morality, language and the curriculum of the public 
schools mattered to more voters than political issues 
like the tariff and industrial subsidies that divided the 
two national parties. Although neither party 
represented a single denomination nor moral outlook, 
each represented a divergent tendency. The Republi
can Party was seen by its following as the party of 
pietistic principle and traditional nativist values. The 
Democratic Party, on the other hand, gained adherents 
from those ritualistic religionists who felt government 
should not dictate personal morality and voters with a 
Southern background for whom the Democratic Party 
was the bastion of the South's "lost cause" and their 
traditional values. For both major parties, the 
underlying issues that divided their supporters in the 
electorate sprang from cultural conflict and religiosity 
rather than the economic variables that explain so 
much of the voting patterns in the elections of today. 

Voting behavior in Wisconsin during this period 
were entirely consistent with those of the rest of the 
country. As Figure I indicates, spatial voting patterns 
for counties in the state show a strong association with 
the ethnic patterns one would expect during this era. 
Republican candidates ordinarily dominated elections 
in the northern and southwestern sections of the state 
with predominantly native-born Protestant or pietistic, 
Scandinavian immigrant populations. The strongest 
Democratic counties were along the lakefront and in 
central Wisconsin with heavily German Lutheran and 
Catholic populations. Elsewhere, where no one 
ethnocultural group was predominant, the counties 
tended to be highly competitive. Although these lines 

of cleavage produced many close contests from the 
mid-1870s until the realignment following the 
depression in the 1890s, the Democratic party was 
clearly at a disadvantage, given the state's tiny 
Southern stock population. Indeed, the party would 
win the governorship only in 1873 and 1890 when 
Republican sponsorship of legislation perceived as 
anti-immigrant polarized the electorate and 
undermined the state's nonnal subcultural voting 
patterns. Following the depression of 1893, the 
Democratic party would cease to be competitive in 
Wisconsin and most struggles over public policy 
would take place between factions within the 
Republican Party. 

Minor Party Response to Industrialization 

Despite the close ties of partisanship and ethnic 
cleavage that tied most voters to one or the other 
major party, minor parties did emerge during this 
period with some limited success. One of the most 
successful of these efforts was also the very first to 
emerge on the political scene. 

On the heals of the lengthy depression of the 
1870s, the National or Greenback party contested a 
series of elections and managed to win a number of 
seats in the Wisconsin state legislature as well as to 
elect many more candidates to local offices. The 
spatial pattern in statewide voting for their 1877 
gubernatorial choice, industrialist Edward P. Allis, is 
indicative of the source of support that other labor
oriented minor parties would generate in the following 
years. As Figure II indicates, the greatest Greenback 
support was concentrated in the regions of Wisconsin 
that by the 1870s were rapidly industrializing. Allis 
clearly did best in the urban industrial cities along 
Lake Michigan and in central Wisconsin which in this 
period was the center of the timber and milling 
industries. This relationship between industrial con
centration and third party voting is even more evident 
if the Greenback vote is added to that cast for 
governor in the first statewide contest involv,ing 
Socialist Party candidates. 

Paul Kleppner has argued that support for the 
variously-titled Farm-Labor parties at the tum-of the
century -- like the Greenbackers -- had all the 
characteristics of a violent surge and decline rather 
than of a steady development. His exarrlination of 
Midwest "agrarian radicalism" has shown that there 
existed neither political staying power nor distinctive 
geographic continuity in support for these politi
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cal entities. Indeed, in every state but Wisconsin, he 
found little if any voter-group continuity, interyear 
office correlation, consistency in regional support or 
any other evidence that would indicate that these 
parties had any permanent impact on traditional 
partisanship. This manifest discontinuity he attributed 
to the strength of party attachments in the mass 
electorate, the binding ties of ethn i city , and the 
sporadic character of industrial crises.Consequently, 
under these circumstances, evolving economic pres
sures and even major disturbances produced only 
spontaneous but short-lived support for new parties 
without much continuity or staying power. 

Even Kleppner's analysis, however, indicates that 
Wisconsin was a special case. High and consistent 
correlation existed in the voting strength of the rapid 
succession of third parties contesting elections in this 
state that was unlike the patterns in Illinois, Iowa, 
Minnesota or Missouri. 

A look at Tables 1A and IB shows the remarkable 
spatial continuity in the voting strength of the 
Greenback, Peoples, Populist and Socialist parties. 
Although not shown here, the correlation in the voting 
patterns at the county and lower governmental unit 
levels across elections is both high and statistically 
significant. Even the fit between the Populist vote of 
1894 and the average Socialist vote in Wisconsin 
counties during the 1910s showed a correlation 
coefficient of .581. Once again, it should be 
remembered that economic growth was changing the 
makeup of Wisconsin and much industrial activity 
associated with the timber and mining industries were 
shifting to the northern region of the state. Thus the 
link between industrial change, shifting voter 
allegiances and minor party patterns is even more 
consistent than these trends in county voting patterns 
would seem to suggest. 

The primary explanation for the disparity in the 
continuity of minor party support in Wisconsin in 
contrast with other Midwestern states is that, despite 
the similarity in their labels, the local versions of 
minor national parties drew support almost exclu
sively from labor. None of the Wisconsin political 
organizations could legitimately be called "farmer" 
parties. Each of them evidenced the kind of con
sistency in regional support, labor following and 
leadership that Kleppner had found lacking in other 
states. In no case was there much evidence of 
significant minor party strength in the state's rural, 
agriCUltural settings or even in urban areas without a 
substantial industrial base. Rather than an expression 

of a "farmer's revolt," voting for the many minor 
party incarnations to emerge in Wisconsin had a 
highly distinctive laborist orientation. 

The working-class character of the state's early 
third parties should not be surprising, given the 
continuity of their leadership and the way in which 
they were each mobilized. When Edward Allis nearly 
lost his company in the panic of 1876 he came to be 
attracted to the radical economic program of the 
National·ists. In order to promote this new-found 
cause, Allis recruited pUblicist and promoter Robert 
Shiling (Nesbit 1984). Upon the decline of that party, 
Shiling and other early Greenbackers proceeded to 
mobilize a succession of labor-oriented causes, from 
the Knights of Labor to the Eight Hour Working Day 
movement that became prominent in the state during 
this era. And, in each case this leadership attempted to 
redirect working-class grievances toward third
partyism. Consequently, it was no accident that the 
resulting parties had few of the characteristics of 
parties which bore similar labels in the surrounding 
states. With no farm leadership or little agriCUltural 
base, even Wisconsin's popUlism had few of the 
characteristics so often associated with it in states like 
Kansas, Nebraska or Texas (Goodwyn 1978; Mcmath 
1993). 

Socialist Surge and Decline 

A thorough recognition of the long roots of labor 
agitation and third party activity in Wisconsin in the 
decades preceding this century provides the ground
work for an understanding of the relative success of 
the state's socialist tradition. Unfortunately, the pre
conditions of socialist mobilization of a significant 
sector of the state's working-class electorate has gone 
unnoticed, given the preoccupation of most analysts 
with the party's dramatic successes in Milwaukee. 

Most writers have attributed Socialist Party 
electoral victories in Milwaukee to that city's 
predominantly German and foreign-born character 
(Miller 1986). Rarely is there any discussion of labor 
agitation and organization in Milwaukee and 
elsewhere in the state during the decades prior to the 
coalescing of the Social Democrats or of the socialist 
parties following electoral successes in the northern 
"Cutover" region. 

The association so frequently noted between 
German ethnicity and Socialist voting strength is 
particularly misleading. For one thing, although many 
Socialist leaders in the state, like U.S. Congressman 
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Table lAo Correlation of Votes for Left-Leaning Parties, by Significant Socio-Cultural Segment and 

Key Spatial Categories 


(Pearson Correlation Matrix) 

SOCIALIST VOTE URBAN FOREIGN NATIVE FARMVAL 
SOCIALIST VOTE 1.000 
URBAN 0.424 1.000 
FOREIGN 0.543 0.296 1.000 
NA TIVE -0.423 -0.229 -0.651 1.000 
FARMVAL -0.184 0.254 -0.346 0.336 
GERMAN -0.002 0.269 -0.070 -0.042 0.324 
FARM -0.421 -0.673 -0.498 0.378 -0.064 
MANUF 0.740 0.499 0.228 -0.213 0.277 
CATHOLIC 0.004 0.203 0.031 -0.211 0.001 

GERMAN FARM MANUF CATHOLIC 
GERMAN 1.000 
FARM -0.032- 1.000 
MANUF 0.190 -0.398 1.000 
CATHOLIC 0.194 -0.322 -0.138 1.000 

Number of Observations: 71 
Dep Var: Soc Vote N:71 
Multiple R: .885 
Squared Multiple R: .783 
Adjusted Squared Multiple R .756 
Standard Error of Estimate: 2.254 

VARIABLE ___COE!. ___ ST~ERROR_ ~TD COEF TOLERANCE __ T __P(2TAIL)_ 
CONSTANT 5.062 3.177 0.000 1.593 0.116 
URBAN 0.017 0.017 0.091 0.4310100 1.007 0.318 
FOREIGN 0.151 0.062 0.221 0.4241605 2.440 0.018 
NATIVE -0.006 0.038 -0.013 0.5081593 -0.156 0.877 
FARMV AL -0.000 0.000 -0.327 0.6070758 -4.314 0.000 
GERMAN -0.020 0.057 -0.024 0.7714224 -0.352 0.726 
FARM -0.009 0.106 -0.008 0.3827463 -0.084 0.933 
MANUF 0.000 0.000 0.751 0.6830800 10.508 0.000 
CATHOLIC -0.047 0.025 -0.126 0.7867100 -1.895 0.063 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE 

SOURCE__SUM_OFSQUARE~ __ DF___ yEAN SQUARE_ .!-RATIO ___p__ _ 
Regression 1139.584 8 142.448 28.039 0.000 
Residual 314.985 62 5.080 
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and Socialist Party boss Victor Berger, were in fact 
Gennan (actually Austrian), a still larger and equally 
prominent number like many-time Milwaukee Mayor 
Dan Hoan were not. Another fact is that although 
Gennan working-class wards in the city of Milwaukee 
were heavily Socialist, so were the other wards with 
concentrations of laborers of diverse ethnicity. In fact, 
Milwaukee's Polish precincts were even more strongly 
Socialist than the predominantly German precincts 
(Brye 1979). Furthermore, although largely Gennan 
counties in the urban industrial zones along Lake 
Michigan showed consistent Socialist support, 
predominantly Gennan counties in central Wisconsin 
gave the party significant backing only dwing the 
deviating elections surrounding World War I (Lorence 
1982). Finally, even though the radical orientation of 
the state's Finnish-origin population is well known, 
less familiar is the point that much of northwestern 
Wisconsin's industrial, shipping and forestry regions 
(which traditionally accounted for a significant share 
of the Finnish population) regularly returned a 
substantial Socialist vote (see Figure III). 

To be sure, the Socialists did better in foreign-born 
communities and areas of largely non-English 
ethnicity, but this appears to be more a product of the 
makeup of the working-class rather than a function of 
the ethno-cultural make-up of particular spatial units. 
As can be seen from the correlation matrix in Table 
I B, Socialist strength was closely associated with 
counties that were urban with large immigrant 
populations and a high proportion of residents 
employed in manufacturing. Farm labor and the value 
of fann acreage showed negative correlations, while 
the relative proportion of Catholics and Germans in 
the counties was not significant. Only in the elections 
of 1918 and 1920 do these last two variables show a 
positive correlation with the Socialist vote. Further
more, the table also shows that when this data is 
regressed, the explanatory significance of even the 
urban and immigrant variables is greatly reduced. 
Thus, it is evident that these fmdings support the 
conclusion that the number and relative proportion of 
workers employed in manufacturing industries is the 
best explanation for Socialist Party support. 

If further evidence is needed for these assertions, 
it can be found in Table IA. The Pearson correlations 
across the elections in which the Socialist Party was 
most prominant in the state's political races show a 
high degree ofconsistency in every case except for the 
two gubernatorial races following the hostilities in 

Europe. Regressing the data for these latter elections 
indicates that the proportion of Germans in the 
county's population explains the highest share of the 
variance and thus provides the best explanation of the 
unusually high Socialist vote in those two deviating 
elections. Although this analysis of aggregate county
level voting patterns is subject to distortions of 
interpretation based on the "ecological fallacy," the 
same explanations are indicated when sub-county 
level political units were analyzed. The proportion of 
wage earners in Wisconsin's 17 largest cities in 1910 
showed a correlation of .681 with the Socialist vote. In 
fact, these cities accounted for almost 70% of the 
Socialist vote in most of these elections. If data for 
smaller towns are added to the analysis, one fmds 
another 10% of the Socialist vote. Furthermore, if 
industrial, mining, logging and mill villages like 
Peshtigo and Redgranite are included in this list, most 
of the remaining Socialist support in the state is 
accounted for. Rural and agricultural areas gave the 
party only a tiny scattering of votes except during the 
war and the immediate post-war elections (Table IA 
and Figure IV). In these two elections, Socialist 
strength actually declined in many urban areas. 

Another product of the war and its aftermath was 
the rapid disintegration of Socialist support outside of 
Milwaukee County. In most places, the decline in 
urban industrial regions accelerated during the 
twenties. The attraction of the party's anti-war and 
civil libertarian stance in most German agricultural 
counties proved to be ephemeral after 1920. Not only 
was Socialist strength weakening in most places, but 
the Socialist Party now had competition on the left. 
Non-Partisan and Equity League organizers attempted 
to mobilize agrarian discontent in the state while two 
Communist parties had begun to contest statewide 
elections. Despite lagging support and significant 
membership loss, the Socialist Party refused fusion 
with any form of umbrella farm-labor political entity. 

Internal organizational schisms widened. Finally, 
when the party did attempt to combine with the 
Progressives in 1938, the results were disastrous. Most 
Socialists running as Progressives, including some 
incumbents in Milwaukee, actually lost or did worse 
than they had under the old party label (Beck 1982). 

Although an avowed Socialist, Frank Zeidler 
would be elected and re-elected mayor of Milwaukee 
between 1948 and 1960. Later outcomes would be 
more of a personal success story than a product of a 
vibrant movement. Few other even nominal Socialists 
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Figure IV 
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were elected in Wisconsin after 1940. Nevertheless, 
the efforts of a succession of minor parties and 
activist groups to organize a consciously labor
oriented movement around independent political 
action did have some lasting impact. Unfortunately for 
radicals and progressives of all stripes, the fruits of 
their efforts would largely benefit the renovated 
Democratic Party of Franklin Roosevelt. In each of 
the fonner counties where independent parties had 
made progress, most of the movement by organized 
labor and residents of urban industrial centers was in 
the direction of the Democrats. Former Milwaukee 
socialist mayor Dan Hoan even accelerated this 
transition by helping move the lakefront counties 
heavily into the Democratic column with a run for 
governor in 1944 as a Democrat. 

Summary and Conclusion 

It should be apparent from the preceding analysis 
that the full electoral history of Wisconsin cannot be 
accurately understood without a clear recognition of 
the critical role played by radical labor parties. Much 
of this history has been clouded by the misconception 
that these third party efforts were based on culture, 
ethnicity or rural agricultural interests. The central 
thrust of these popular movements in the emergence 
of occupation, income-group and working-class ori
ented voting which is spatially-discernible cannot be 
overemphasized. In Wisconsin at least, the successive 
efforts at organizing left-leaning political movements 
over the four decades examined in this study acted to 
undercut the ethnocultural patterns that had dominated 
nineteenth century voting patterns and that persisted 
with diminished influence into our own century. 
These efforts should be seen as at least as inlportant in 
ending Republican dominance in the state and 
ushering-in the revitalized two-party system that 
emerged during the 1950s as the activities of the 
Progressives, the economic dislocations of the Great 
Depression, or the relative local successes of national 
Democratic social programs. 

By most standard measures of achievement, the 
mUltiple radical parties in Wisconsin's history left little 
behind. Their electoral performance in statewide 
elections ranged from a single digit in most contests to 
the 26% achieved in a special Senate seat contest in 
1918. Nor did these political entities leave much for 
posterity in the way ofpermanantly altered policies or 
a governmental apparatus in many communities out
side of Milwaukee. The primary contribution of ra

dical parties and social movements in the state was 
their partially successful redirection of the political 
debate away from the controversies over cultural 
differences and toward a concern with economic well
being. At least in the urban areas and anlOng those 
involved in manufacturing, mining, and related 
occupations, this new line of cleavage would resonate 
in future elections and legislative debates. 

As Wisconsin moved from the era when basic 
political cleavages were structured by underlying 
ethno-religious conflict, the development of the state's 
independent parties and labor-oriented movements 
helped produce a partisan cross-cutting, trans-ethnic 
coalition that transcended that conflict. The pietistic
ritualistic-religious cleavage as well as the mUltiple 
ethnic conflicts that had characterized two-party 
contests in the state increasingly gave way to the 
economic and interest group cleavages that separate 
the major parties today. Newer issues like social 
security, unemployment, job safety and health care 
would replace the older concern over moral values 
and cultural differences. If the minor parties that 
initiated these demands did not fully achieve their 
goals or even survive these political struggles, it must 
nevertheless be said that they helped shape the basic 
contours of Wisconsin's contemporary voting uni
verse as well as the debates over economic policy that 
have ordinarily determined the outcomes of most 
elections in the modern era. The historical irony is that 
none of the minority parties survived to channel this 
political debate in the direction of their more ambi
tious programmatic goals. 
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