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Background 

'([his book is the story of Meta Berger (1873-1944) 

and her husband Victor Berger (1860-1929) as 
written by Meta Berger shortly before her death. 
Edited by Kimberly Swanson (University of 
Michigan), with a foreward by Genevieve McBride 
(UW-Milwaukee), this book provides insight into the 
lives of two people dedicated to public service and 
political reform at the turn of the 20th century. 
Before examining the work. a brief biographical 
sketch of Meta and Victor Berger is necessary. 

Meta Berger, a Milwaukee native, was a social 
activist, reformer and feminist during a time of 
political and social transition in the United States. 
Meta Berger witnessed the end of the Victorian era 
and participated in the women's suffrage movement, 
the rise of the labor movement and unions, and the 
growth of the Socialist Party. She lived through the 
world-altering events of World Wars I and II and the 
formation of the Soviet Union. 

Trained as a teacher, Meta Berger was concerned 
with improving public education in Wisconsin and 
served on the Milwaukee Board of chool Directors 
for thirty years. She also served on the Wisconsin 
State Board of Education, the Wisconsin Board of 
Regents of Normal Schools, and the University of 
Wisconsin Board of Regents. She was active in both 
local and national politics , regularly attended political 
conventions and traveled abroad to visit with foreign 
policy-makers and observe other economic and 
political systems . 

Meta Berger was an ardent supporter of her 
husband, Victor Berger. Victor Berger was publisher 
of the socialist daily newspaper The Milwaukee 
Leader and the first Socialist Party member elected to 
Congress, se rving six terms (between 1911 and 1929) 
as representative for the 5th district in Milwaukee. 
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During World War I, Meta and Victor Berger were 
victims of wartime hysteria due to their anti-war 
stance. They were vilified in the Milwaukee and 
national press and portrayed as traitors. In 1918, 
Victor Berger was indicted, and convicted in 1919, of 
conspiracy under the US. Espionage Act. He was 
subsequently denied his seat in the House of 
Representatives. The conviction was overturned by 
the Supreme Court in 1921, and he was seated in 
Congress upon his 1922 re-election. His death in 
1929 had a profound impact on Meta Berger's 
personal life and career in public service. 

The Narrative 

The narrative begins with Meta Berger's 
childhood and quickly moves into h r life as Victor 
Berger's wife and her pub lic service. It is important to 
keep in mind that this autobiography is a first draft. 
Although Kimberly Swanson did an excelknt job 
organizing the chapters and the sub-divisions within 
them, there are still gaps and abrupt changes in the 
narrative. Because of this, the unfolding story gives 
the impression of a series of vignettes of Meta and 
Victor Berger's lives . 

On flTst beginning to read the autobiography, this 
reviewer was struck by the simplicity of Meta 
Berger's writing style. Soon, however, I became 
accustomed to its plainness and began to appreciate 
it as a reflection of a woman writing as she spoke, 
without pretense or prevarication. And yet, I often 
fel! that Meta was keeping herse lf in check, editing 
out emotions here and there, omitting the feeling 
from her story. In many ways this is as much a 
biography of Victor Berger as it is an autobiography 
of Meta Berger. For most of the narrative, the story 
revolves around Victor's professional life. There is a 
deep sense of pride for her husband in Meta Berger's 
writing, but little recognition of he r own abilities or 



accomplislunents. In fact, by the end of her autobio
graphy, Meta Berger's continual self-effacing be
comes somewhat annoying, and I was disappointed in 
her failure to recognize in her writing all that she 
accomplished. However, as pointed out by Genevieve 
McBride in the foreword, at the time it was 
considered inappropriate for a woman to write about 
her ambitions and accomplislunents. 

The weakest and least satisfying parts of the 
autobiography are Chapters 6 and 13. Meta Berger's 
participation in the women's suffrage movement is 
treated superficially and almost indifferently (Chapter 
6) and her discussion of her visit to Russia (Chapter 
13) divulges little of what she was thinking or 
feeling. Without the elucidation provided by the 
foreword and introduction on the importance of Meta 
Berger's role in gaining the vote for women, I would 
have assumed that Meta Berger had contributed only 
minimally to the suffrage movement. Meta Berger's 
description of life in Russia reads as propaganda and 
her praise of the Soviet system is conspicuously 
absent of explanation. Although Kimberly Swanson's 
excellent afterword provides much insight into Meta 
Berger's move toward communism, I was left with 
many questions regarding her ideological shift away 
from socialism. 

As reserved as the aforementioned Chapters are, 
there are sections when emotions and thoughts are 
clearly at the surface of Meta Berger's writing. This is 
most apparent when she discusses her role on the 
Milwaukee school board (Chapter 3), the impact of 
war hysteria on her and her husband's personal and 
professional lives (Chapter 7), the conspiracy trial of 
Victor Berger (Chapter 8) and the fight to have his 
right to serve in Congress recognized (Chapter 9). 
These are by far the most interesting chapters in the 
book. Meta Berger's concern for the well-being of 
schoolchildren and her need to improve public 
education in Wisconsin is clear in Chapter 3. 
Chapters 7, 8 and 9 are particularly engaging, 
capturing the reader's attention and creating almost a 
feeling of suspense. These are the parts that make thi s 
autobiography truly fascinating and worth reading. 

Comments on the Editing 

The narrative in this autobiography would be 
confusing and certainly less moving without the 
excellent editing done by Kimberly Swanson and the 
wonderful foreword by Genevieve McBride. The 
foreword catches the attention of the reader and 
draws one into the book, compelling one to read on 
and learn more about Meta Berger. 

The introduction by Kimberly Swanson sets the 
stage for the story, providing much needed back
ground information on Meta Berger, her husband and 
major events of the time. It also gives valuable 
insight into Meta Berger's development as a social 
activ ist and political force in Milwaukee, the Socialist 
Party and the women's suffrage movement. 
Kimberly Swanson's writing is clear, interesting and 
elUdite. Her analyses of the actions and writings of 
Meta Berger are very informative and insightful. 
Meta Berger's autobiography was unfinished and 
mostly unorganized when she died in 1944. 
Kimberly Swanson has organized the work into we11
defined chapters tha t clearly progress through Meta 
Berger's life and are easy to follow. The autobio
graphy ends abruptly, leaving the reader with ques-· 
tions and a need for closure . The afterword by 
Kimberly Swanson gives an excellent wrap-up of the 
closing period of Meta Berger's life and her legacy. 

Throughout the book, Meta Berger re fers to 
events, colleagues, friends and many persons of 
social or political notoriety during the period. 
Kimberly Swanson includes footnotes to provide the 
in formation necessary to follow Meta Berger's 
narrative. For the reader who does not have much 
background knowledge of the politics of the ti me, 
these footn otes are invaluable. Kimberly Swanson 
has obviously done extensive research in preparing 
them; carefully documenting events, correcting errors 
and providing biographical sketches of the people 
mentioned by Meta Berger. Without these footnotes, I 
would have been lost and would have surely found 
the story unfolding considerably less interesting. 
Instead, I not only was able to follow the story but 
also understand much of what was happening and 
even feel sympathy for (and occasionally 
disappointment in) Meta Berger. 

Final Thoughts 

A Milwaukee Woman's Life on th e Left is a 
fa scinatmg account of one woman's journey through 
life at a time when the nation was undergoing deep 
political and social change and women were making 
great strides in gaining political voice and freedoms. 
Meta Berger provides insight into life in the early part 
of the 20th century. For those readers interested in 
Socialist Party history, the movement of women into 
local and national politi cs, the changes in the social 
and political fabric of the nation and the history of 
Milwaukee politics during this era, th is book is a 
must-read. It is also, as Genevieve McBride writes in 
the foreword, " a good sto ry ." 
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