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			Praise for Lives of American Women

			“Finally! The majority of students—by which I mean women—will have the opportunity to read biographies of women from our nation’s past. (Men can read them too, of course!) The Lives of American Women series features an eclectic collection of books, readily accessible to students who will be able to see the contributions of women in many fields over the course of our history. Long overdue, these books will be a valuable resource for teachers, students, and the public at large.”

			—COKIE ROBERTS, author of Founding Mothers and Ladies of Liberty

			“Just what any professor wants: books that will intrigue, inform, and fascinate students! These short, readable biographies of American women—specifically designed for classroom use—give instructors an appealing new option to assign to their history students.”

			—MARY BETH NORTON, Mary Donlon Alger Professor of American History, Cornell University

			“For educators keen to include women in the American story, but hampered by the lack of thoughtful, concise scholarship, here comes Lives of American Women, embracing Abigail Adams’s counsel to John—‘remember the ladies.’ And high time, too!”

			—LESLEY S. HERRMANN, Executive Director, The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History

			“Students both in the general survey course and in specialized offerings like my course on U.S. women’s history can get a great understanding of an era from a short biography. Learning a lot about a single but complex character really helps to deepen appreciation of what women’s lives were like in the past.”

			—PATRICIA CLINE COHEN, University of California, Santa Barbara

			“Biographies are, indeed, back. Not only will students read them, biographies provide an easy way to demonstrate particularly important historical themes or ideas. . . . Undergraduate readers will be challenged to think more deeply about what it means to be a woman, citizen, and political actor. . . . I am eager to use this in my undergraduate survey and specialty course.”

			—JENNIFER THIGPEN, Washington State University, Pullman

			“These books are, above all, fascinating stories that will engage and inspire readers. They offer a glimpse into the lives of key women in history who either defied tradition or who successfully maneuvered in a man’s world to make an impact. The stories of these vital contributors to American history deliver just the right formula for instructors looking to provide a more complicated and nuanced view of history.”

			—ROSANNE LICHATIN, 2005 Gilder Lehrman Preserve American History Teacher of the Year

			“The Lives of American Women authors raise all of the big issues I want my classes to confront—and deftly fold their arguments into riveting narratives that maintain students’ excitement.”

			—WOODY HOLTON, author of Abigail Adams

		

	
		
			

				[image: series-page.jpg]
			

			

		

	
		
			

				[image: title-page.jpg]
			

			

		

	
		
			

			To my parents, 

			Daniel and Dianne Vapnek, 

			who taught me to ask questions

		

	
		
			

			WESTVIEW PRESS was founded in 1975 in Boulder, Colorado, by notable publisher and intellectual Fred Praeger. Westview Press continues to publish scholarly titles and high-quality undergraduate- and graduate-level textbooks in core social science disciplines. With books developed, written, and edited with the needs of serious nonfiction readers, professors, and students in mind, Westview Press honors its long history of publishing books that matter.

			Copyright © 2015 by Westview Press

			Published by Westview Press, A Member of the Perseus Books Group

			All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address Westview Press, 2465 Central Avenue, Boulder, CO 80301.

			Find us on the World Wide Web at www.westviewpress.com.

			Every effort has been made to secure required permissions for all text, images, maps, and other art reprinted in this volume.

			Westview Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the United States by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, or call (800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.

			Series design by Brent Wilcox

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Vapnek, Lara, 1967–

			Elizabeth Gurley Flynn : modern American revolutionary / Lara Vapnek.

			pages cm. — (Lives of American women)

			Includes bibliographical references and index.

			ISBN 978-0-8133-4810-0 (e-book) 

			1. Flynn, Elizabeth Gurley. 2. Women labor leaders—United States—Biography.

			3. Communists—United States—Biography. 4. Women revolutionaries—United 

			States—Biography. I. Title. 

			HX84.F5V37 2015

			335.00092—dc23

			[B]

			2014027690

			10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

		

	
		
			Series Editor’s Foreword

			American society underwent dramatic changes in the decades following the Civil War. Industrialization altered the workplace; immigration altered the cultural and religious profile of the nation’s citizenry; cities came to dominate the landscape—and serious questions about the benefits of capitalism began to emerge. Reformers called for improved conditions in the workplace, aid to arriving immigrants, and more democratic practices in government on every level. But more radical ideas also began to circulate, ideas that challenged core elements of capitalism, such as private ownership of the nation’s resources, and class and gender inequalities. The radical critique of American capitalism emerged as a central theme of the twentieth century.

			Spurred by the Russian Revolution in the early twentieth century, the call for a radical alternative to capitalism grew in America. The rise—and decline—of this radical vision can be traced in the life of Elizabeth Gurley Flynn. As Lara Vapnek shows us in her biography of this remarkable woman, Flynn responded to the political currents of her long life, sometimes adopting a moderate approach, sometimes building alliances with liberal reformers, and sometimes tirelessly defending the rights of fellow dissidents and revolutionaries. As a committed radical, Flynn rejected the idea that meaningful change could come through the suffrage or unionization movements. Liberation would only come through a revolution that overthrew capitalism entirely.

			Like many leading radicals, Flynn embraced the American Communist Party. She grasped the failures of capitalism and the wide gaps between the promises of democracy and its realities, but tragically, she never applied the same critical eye to the Soviet Union or to the communist system. She uncritically supported the Soviet Union during World War II and the Cold War, insisting on the success of communism until her death in 1964.

			Flynn began her public career in New York City in the 1910s. Over the course of her lifetime, she paid a high price for her outspoken radicalism. In 1951, as American anticommunism raged, the aging Flynn was arrested and charged with conspiracy “to unlawfully, willfully, and knowingly . . . advocate and teach the duty and necessity of overthrowing the Government of the United States by force and violence.” She was one of 109 members of the Communist Party to be indicted that year, and she served for twenty-eight months behind bars.

			The greatest blow Flynn suffered was not her imprisonment, however, but the declining support for the Communist Party in America after 1950 and the growing evidence that the communist dream had failed in the Soviet Union. Although she could not close her eyes to the atrocities committed under Joseph Stalin, Flynn remained steadfast in support of the Soviet Union. In 1960, she traveled to Moscow, prepared, as Vapnek notes, to “love the Soviet Union.” The Russian leaders, treating her as a celebrity, managed to paint a wildly positive portrait of life under communism. Flynn spoke glowingly about the success of communism, especially the alleged end of male domination of women in the Soviet Union.

			The trip proved costly to Flynn, for soon after she returned to the United States, she learned that her passport had been revoked. It would take years before this decision was overturned by the US Court of Appeals. Free at last to travel, she returned to the Soviet Union, where she celebrated her seventy-fourth birthday. Soon afterward, she collapsed, fell into a diabetic coma, and died in a Russian hospital. The Soviet Union honored Flynn with a huge state funeral. Nikita Khrushchev himself joined her honor guard and 25,000 people filed past her coffin. But in America, she was quickly forgotten.

			Lara Vapnek’s sympathetic study of Flynn restores her to our national memory. Vapnek focuses on the historical context that fostered Flynn’s radicalism, painting a vivid picture of the social and economic problems that plagued America during Flynn’s lifetime. And although Vapnek finds much to admire in Flynn’s effort to improve the lives of America’s workers and women, she does not ignore Flynn’s tragic flaw: her blind commitment to the Soviet Union. The rise and fall of an important strand of modern radicalism can be traced in this fascinating portrayal of the “rebel girl.”

			In examining and narrating the lives of women both famous and obscure, Westview’s “Lives of American Women” series populates our national past more fully and more richly. Each story told is that not simply of an individual but of the era in which she lived, the events in which she participated and the experiences she shared with her contemporaries. Some of these women will be familiar to the reader; others may not appear at all in the history books that often focus on the powerful, the brilliant, or the privileged. But each of these women is worth knowing. American history comes alive through their personal odysseys.

			—Carol Berkin
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			Elizabeth Gurley Flynn’s life (1890–1964) illuminates the history of American radicalism. Flynn devoted her life to two major causes: workers’ empowerment and women’s equality. She demanded the right to speak freely in order to pursue both of these goals. Flynn changed with the times, and time changed her. During the early 1900s, she played the part of the “East Side Joan of Arc,” a beautiful young revolutionary demanding “bread and roses” for immigrant workers. Defending political prisoners during the Red Scare that began during World War I, she adopted a more moderate, professional persona. In middle age, she became a leading member of the American Communist Party. Flynn followed the twists and turns of the party line, building coalitions to support labor and the New Deal in the 1930s, and advocating an all-out fight against fascism during World War II. Flynn lived as a communist during the Cold War era. Prosecuted in the United States, she became a heroine in the Soviet Union.

			Flynn was an outstanding orator. People who saw her speak never forgot the experience. Dorothy Healey, a communist organizer from California, marveled at Flynn’s “remarkable ability to speak in plain language” and “establish immediate rapport” with her audience, no matter how large.1 When Max Eastman, a writer and editor, first heard Flynn, during a 1913 strike in Paterson, New Jersey, he felt “strongly the likeness of all human beings and their problems.” Anita Whitney, a California suffragist and socialist, describing Flynn’s effect on her audience, remarked, “You feel that working class solidarity against the capitalist plot to undermine and destroy American civil liberties and the traditional American freedom is very definitely your problem.”2 The sheer power of Flynn’s oratory moved her listeners.

			The radicalism of a woman taking the stage to expound on politics, economics, and power hardly diminished over time. In some ways, Flynn seemed more extraordinary in the 1950s than she had been in the 1910s, when many working-class women took to the streets to demand equal rights as citizens and as workers. Flynn’s speaking tours took her across the country and around the world. She inspired all sorts of women to step forward, speak their minds, and become politically active. Her feminism encompassed material as well as political equality: the right to vote was not enough; women needed equality at work, and they needed social support for motherhood, such as paid maternity leave and affordable daycare.

			Many women joined movements devoted to social reform in the early decades of the twentieth century. Flynn was one of the few to call for revolution. She viewed capitalism, an economic system characterized by private ownership of property and profitability gained by minimizing labor costs, as incompatible with democracy. She embraced socialism—with collective ownership of manufacturing, land, and natural resources—as a necessary alternative. Flynn’s ideas about socialism evolved, but certain themes remained constant. Capitalism, she believed, enabled a small number of people—those who controlled large corporations—to become ridiculously rich and to exercise a disproportionate share of political power. Workers, who created wealth through their labor, got far less than they deserved. Socialism would redistribute wealth based on people’s need rather than their ability to make a profit. Poverty would disappear. Gender relations would be revolutionized, because women could stop relying on men for financial support. Flynn’s socialist vision stayed steady, even if her ideas for how to achieve it evolved with her membership in two key organizations, the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), from 1907 to 1916, and the Communist Party (CP), from 1937 to 1964.

			Socialist ideas were never popular in the United States. Politicians, businessmen, and even labor leaders characterized socialism as “un-American.” Flynn fought fiercely for the right to advocate controversial ideas. Her battles for free speech began in Missoula, Montana (1909), and Spokane, Washington (1910). Speaking on city streets in Missoula and Spokane, she led battles for the right of the IWW to recruit members and stage protests. Flynn helped to pioneer new ideas of civil rights and new techniques of civil disobedience. She used arrests and trials to bring publicity to the IWW. The orgainzation became a target of government repression during World War I and the Red Scare. Flynn fought against wartime legislation classifying opposition to the war as sedition. She protested the deportation of foreign-born radicals. Likewise, the CP became a target for prosecution during the Cold War. In the 1950s, Flynn was one of more than a hundred communist leaders who were imprisoned for their beliefs.

			Flynn formed alliances with liberals who shared her concern for preserving civil liberties, even if they disagreed with her ultimate goal of building a socialist America. As an agitator for the IWW and the CP, Flynn used the rhetoric of class conflict to convince workers to band together in order to exercise power over their wages and working conditions. However, she recognized the need for allies, including journalists, lawyers, and reformers, willing to campaign for free speech, or to aid workers in their battles with employers. In the 1920s, Flynn created a strong “united front” of people opposed to the excesses of government power embodied in the Red Scare. During the 1930s, she continued to pursue alliances with noncommunists in support of civil liberties. But liberal disillusionment with communism made these relationships difficult to sustain, as did the criminalization of the CP in the late 1940s. Flynn fought this trend by rebuilding alliances with liberals around the right to travel in the early 1960s.

			Flynn worked mostly with men. She had no interest in all-­female organizations, such as the Women’s Trade Union League. She famously pronounced “the sisterhood of woman,” like “the brotherhood of man,” to be a “hollow sham.” But women were often Flynn’s strongest supporters. A small but dedicated group of female allies admired her bold public persona as the “rebel girl” and appreciated her deep concern for working-class women. Mary Heaton Vorse, a labor journalist who first met Flynn during a strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts, in 1912, became a lifelong friend. Mary van Kleeck, the first director of the US Women’s Bureau, supported Flynn’s battles for civil liberties. Alice Hamilton, a pioneer in establishing the field of industrial medicine, objected to Flynn’s incarceration during the Cold War and corresponded with Flynn while she was in prison (1955–1957). Working-class women proudly claimed Flynn as one of their own. Letters in Flynn’s papers testify to their admiration of her refusal to back down in the face of adversity.

			Throughout her life, Flynn confounded expectations for women, but she did not do it alone. Her family provided a crucial source of support. Her father, Tom Flynn, schooled his family in socialism. Her mother, Annie Gurley Flynn, encouraged her daughters to pursue meaningful careers. The Flynn family drew strength from their Irish identity. Hating British rule, they identified with all sorts of fights against unjust power. Elizabeth Gurley Flynn married briefly, at age nineteen, but she left her husband while she was pregnant with her son, Fred, to return home to her family in New York City. She never found an entirely satisfying long-term romantic partner. A twelve-year relationship with Carlo Tresca, an Italian anarchist, ended badly, as did a ten-year relationship with Marie Equi, a lesbian physician.

			Flynn fought for women’s equality, but she could not escape certain fundamental inequalities of gender. A man who was a public figure on a par with Flynn would have found a wife to keep house and provide emotional support. Flynn made do with her family’s help. After her relationships with Tresca and Equi ended, Flynn had a string of intense but temporary relationships with younger men. She hid these romances, knowing that sex outside of marriage was much less acceptable for a woman than a man. Flynn faced greater public scrutiny of her appearance than a man, too. As she aged, she gained weight and no longer conformed to youthful standards of feminine beauty. Although she remained sharp until the end, reporters often belittled her by describing her as “grandmotherly.” Flynn was not afraid to state her positions strongly. But the men with whom she worked in both the IWW and the CP sometimes discounted her opinions because she was a woman, even though they valued her ability to reach the masses, her organizational skills, and her knack for publicity.

			Flynn never lived to see her dream of a socialist America fulfilled, of course. Communism, the cause to which she devoted the second half of her life, collapsed in 1989 in the Soviet Union. Since then, capitalism has triumphed as a global system of economic organization. However, Flynn’s life story foreshadows many of the problems of the early twenty-first century, including growing income inequality, continued imbalances of power between men and women, and tradeoffs between democracy and security. Flynn was active and engaged in the major battles of the twentieth century, and her life has much to tell us about our own times. Her critique of capitalism remains relevant and thought provoking even in the postcommunist era.

		

	
		
			[image: 7442.png]

			
            
            
            East Side Joan of Arc—Early Life

			On the evening of August 22, 1906, a ragtag group of New York City socialists raised a red flag atop a horse-drawn caravan at 38th Street and Broadway. Red flares illuminated the improvised stage where speakers took turns blasting the inequities of capitalism. They included Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, “a mere slip of a girl,” just sixteen years old, “with large grey eyes,” fair skin, and “a sensitive mouth.” She wore her black hair in braids down her back. Her plaid dress skimmed the tops of her high-buttoned shoes, making her look more like a schoolgirl than a public speaker. This “delicate girl” delivered a shockingly radical message: workers must unite to overthrow capitalism. The crowd swelled as the Broadway shows ended and onlookers in evening clothes joined the “riff raff” of the tenderloin. Alarmed by the red flag and the swelling crowd, police broke up the gathering and arrested the speakers for blocking traffic. It was the first of at least a dozen arrests for Flynn, who devoted the rest of her life to movements to create a socialist America, “free,” in her words, “from poverty, exploitation, greed and injustice.”1

			By age sixteen, Flynn was a precocious critic of American capitalism. America’s economic system, based on production for profit, was a dynamic force driving industrial expansion, but in her eyes it was also responsible for creating social inequalities. Flynn’s radical family background, distinctive childhood experience, and close reading of American and European protest literature ignited her passion to transform the United States. She identified with exploited workers and she believed their best chance for freedom lay with socialism. Flynn envisioned socialism as transforming the lives of men and women and ending both poverty and gender inequality.
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			Flynn around the time she began speaking publicly (1906).

			NP18-1A, EGF Photographs, Tamiment Library, NYU

		

	
		
			

			Flynn and her fellow speakers on Broadway that summer evening in 1906 believed that capitalism warped the American dream of creating a new, more egalitarian society. They called for an end to private ownership of factories, farms, and mines. They wanted the state to take over public utilities such as water, railroads, and electricity and run them to benefit the public. American socialism drew on eighteenth-century British and nineteenth-century American critiques of the ways in which concentrated wealth and power undermined democracy. Informed by the German thinker Karl Marx, American socialists viewed capitalist employers as members of a parasitic class who essentially stole from their workers by paying them a wage far below the value of the goods they produced and then accumulating the profit. They drew on abundant examples of income disparities in the United States to argue that capitalism made employers rich and workers poor. American socialists called for a redistribution of wealth and resources to benefit the many instead of the few.

			Elizabeth Gurley Flynn’s parents, Tom and Annie Gurley Flynn, fostered her radicalism. They hailed from Irish families that hated British rule and insisted on the right of the Irish “to be independent and self-governing.” Elizabeth felt that she and her three younger siblings “drew in a burning hatred of British rule with our mother’s milk.” Her mother became a proud member of Sinn Féin, which worked to establish Irish independence. Her father, who lived into his eighties, never uttered the word “England” without adding “God damn her.”2 This sensitivity to unjust power fed Flynn’s hostility toward capitalism, which she viewed as fundamentally unfair to working people. The Flynn family identified with other oppressed and oppositional groups. They celebrated the Filipino freedom fighter Eduardo ­Aguinaldo and sympathized with Jewish socialists fleeing persecution in Russia and Eastern Europe.

			Annie Gurley and Tom Flynn reared their children with Irish songs and stories, glorifying rebellion against unjust rule. Annie was raised Presbyterian and Tom Catholic, but, like many other free thinkers, they rejected organized religion and considered themselves atheists. Annie Gurley arrived in Boston from Galway, Ireland, in 1877 at the age of seventeen. Like many young Irish women who migrated to America, she had a strong sense of responsibility to provide for her family. The eldest daughter in a family of thirteen children, Annie labored as a skilled seamstress for thirteen years. The income that she provided proved crucial, especially when her father died and her mother moved their large family to Concord, New Hampshire. With Annie’s support, her brothers learned trades such as leather- and metalworking and her sisters became skilled dressmakers.3 Even after she married at age thirty and had children, Annie Flynn continued to work as a seamstress when she could find child care. Elizabeth Gurley Flynn followed in her mother’s footsteps by becoming a financial supporter of her family.

			In the 1870s and 1880s, the labor of recent immigrants like the Gurleys drove the expansion of the American economy. However, many of these workers felt shut out of the blessings of prosperity enjoyed by a rising middle class. Annie and her brothers and sisters joined the Knights of Labor, a rapidly expanding national organization that sought to organize all “producers” in order to fight the power of big business in politics and demand basic rights for workers, such as the eight-hour workday. In Concord, New Hampshire, the Knights advertised their meetings with “chalked signs on the sidewalks,” fearing that more lasting evidence of their organization could be used to prosecute them for conspiracy. Local chapters of the Knights functioned as labor unions, staging strikes and boycotts in order to win better working conditions, higher pay, and shorter hours. Unlike more traditional craft unions, which focused on skilled male workers, the Knights reached out to women, immigrants, and unskilled workers. They supported votes for women and equal pay for equal work.4

			Annie Gurley’s strong sense of herself as a worker and supporter of her family fed her “rebellion against male supremacy.” She saved her earnings to buy tickets to hear the suffrage advocates Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton speak at White’s Opera House in Concord.5 Furthermore, she insisted on using female physicians to deliver her four children. She named Elizabeth, who was born in 1890, after one of these doctors. As Elizabeth later recalled, “Mother admired intelligent women who did ‘worthwhile things.’”6 Annie Flynn did not consider becoming a housewife to be a suitable career: “To be self-reliant and self-supporting, a person in one’s own rights was her ideal.”7 This sentiment inspired Elizabeth, the first of four children, to make her mark in the world. Elizabeth’s two sisters, Kathie and Bina, also pursued careers. Kathie became a teacher and Bina an actress. Their quiet brother, Tom, who became an optician, lacked his sisters’ drive and often seemed overshadowed by the strong women in his family.

			Elizabeth’s father shared his wife’s radical sensibilities. Born in 1859, Tom Flynn grew up in Maine, the son of Irish immigrants. At age ten, he followed his father and his two brothers into the granite quarries, and in 1875, he joined his fellow workers in forming a chapter of the Knights of Labor to protest low wages, substandard housing, and dangerous working conditions.8 Tom lost sight in one eye after he was hit by a shard of stone at the quarry. Having watched all but one of his male relatives die from lung disease caused by granite dust, he decided to pursue the education he needed to get out of the quarries, entering the Thayer School of Engineering at Dartmouth College. When Tom’s older brother died, Tom had no choice but to leave school to help support his mother and his three sisters. Although Tom did not graduate from Dartmouth, he had learned enough to find work as a civil engineer. He turned to mapmaking, a growing field in the urbanizing, industrializing United States.9 Despite his upward mobility, Tom continued to sympathize with working people. Elizabeth absorbed this attitude: because of her father’s working-class roots, she always felt at home around miners and other men who performed hard physical labor under dangerous conditions.

			Tom Flynn and Annie Gurley were married in Concord, New Hampshire, in 1889, and Elizabeth was born a year later. Tom seemed to have bright prospects as a mapmaker.10 His work took him to growing towns and cities throughout New England and the Midwest, and his family followed. Although her father was fairly well paid for his work, Elizabeth soon encountered children in desperate economic circumstances. In New England towns such as Adams and Manchester, she saw gray cotton mills that “stretched like prisons along the banks of the Merrimac River.” Half of the workers in these mills were women earning a dollar per day. Children had to leave school early to bring their parents lunch. One day, Elizabeth and her classmates heard “piercing screams from the mill across the street.” A young woman was “literally scalped” when her hair became caught in a machine without any safety devices.11 This exposure to the difficult lives of textile workers and their families may have inspired Elizabeth’s leadership in strikes in the textile mill towns of Lawrence, Massachusetts, and Paterson, New Jersey, in 1912 and 1913.

			The Flynn family’s comfortable circumstances changed dramatically in 1900 after Tom Flynn’s employer failed to pay him for two summers’ worth of work. The family “suffered from misery and crushing but . . . revolutionizing poverty,” Elizabeth Gurley Flynn explained in 1907.12 They moved to the Bronx, where her Aunt Mary, her mother’s sister, a widow who worked as a dressmaker, lived with her five children. The Flynn family’s first Bronx apartment was infested by “mice, rats, cockroaches, and bedbugs,” Flynn recalled. They could barely afford heat, soap, or clothing. “On cold winter days,” she remembered, she and the rest of the family would “huddle in the kitchen and shut off the rest of the house.” The Flynn children did their homework by the light of “a kerosene lamp when the gas was shut off for non-payment.” Their only real entertainment was reading. They walked across the bridge to borrow books from the public library on East 125th Street. After about a year, they managed to move to a slightly better apartment about a block away, at 511 East 134th Street, but it, too, was small and lacked central heating.13 They decorated their home with pictures of men and women who “defied the existing order of society,” including the English novelist George Eliot, the French revolutionary Jean-Paul Marat, and the Russian playwright Maxim Gorky.14 Despite their material deprivation, the Flynn family enjoyed a rich intellectual life.

			In the Bronx, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn and her family experienced the problems of poverty firsthand. Most of their neighbors were Irish and German immigrants. Many of the men worked for the railroad; they would throw scraps of coal off the cars to neighborhood children to help them heat their apartments. As in the textile mills, in railway work there were few safety precautions, and workers frequently suffered accidents and even death. The Flynn children enrolled in the local public school, but many of the other neighborhood children went out to work at age fourteen or even younger. They “made paper boxes, pencils, shirts, handkerchiefs (at three dollars a week and bring your own thread).” Lack of day care meant that many mothers who had no choice but to go out to work had to leave their children home alone, where accidents often occurred.15 Flynn’s childhood in factory towns and in the Bronx demonstrated the brutality of turn-of-the-century capitalism: workers were regularly endangered on the job, women were paid even less than men, and children were forced out of school and into the labor force because their working parents could not support them.

			Surrounded by poverty, and informed by the ideals of Irish freedom and the Knights of Labor, the Flynns questioned the justice of capitalism. As Flynn later explained, “we were conditioned in my family to accept socialist thinking long before we came into contact with socialism as an organized movement.” They first encountered socialism around 1902 at a free Sunday-evening program presented by German socialists at the Metropolis Theater on East 142nd Street and Third Avenue. At the turn of the century, German Americans constituted a considerable presence in the socialist movement in New York and in other cities, such as Milwaukee and Chicago. Excited by what they heard at the meeting, Flynn recalled, her family brought home a socialist newspaper “and as many pamphlets as we could afford.” The lectures and the literature explained how capitalism led to poverty for working people and proposed an alternative system of organizing society. As Flynn later remembered it, “socialism was a great discovery” for her, “a hope, a purpose, a flame within me.”16 In a sense, socialism became her religion, linking her to a community, explaining the challenges of daily life, and supplying a vision for a brighter future.

			Her father, Tom, became an ardent socialist, dragging the children to many long meetings. Elizabeth was old enough to understand what went on at the meetings, but her younger siblings often fell asleep. Later in life, she agreed with her sister Kathie that Tom Flynn could have helped his family more by finding stable work than by sitting at the kitchen table reading Marx. Tom was employed only sporadically as an engineer and mapmaker. He became “irritable and explosive” when he was out of work and at home for long periods of time.17 The marriage was rocky, and the children sympathized with their mother. She was an excellent cook and made all of her family’s clothes, although, Elizabeth later admitted, “she was no model housekeeper.” Annie read widely and encouraged her children’s love of literature. She “was interesting and different,” Elizabeth recalled, “and we loved her dearly.”18

			Elizabeth Gurley Flynn excelled at school, earning straight A’s and winning a medal for excellence in debate.19 When she was about fourteen, an impacted tooth that became infected forced her to take a six-month break from school. But she spent the time reading, pondering questions she would wrestle with for the rest of her life: What justified revolution? How could women become free individuals? What was the balance between individual self-expression and collective strategies for social change? She surveyed revolutionary thinkers such as Thomas Paine, whose writings had helped spark the American Revolution, and Karl Marx, whose work had inspired European socialists in their attempted revolutions of 1848. She also dipped into Henry David Thoreau’s treatise on civil disobedience and copied passages from Ralph Waldo Emerson’s thoughts on self-reliance into her scrapbook. She turned to plays by Henrik Ibsen and the writings of George Bernard Shaw to explore women’s struggles to become independent.20 She studied Victoria Wollstonecraft’s classic Vindication of the Rights of Woman as well as August Bebel’s Women and Socialism.21 All of these works informed Flynn’s thinking in the years to come.

			Flynn remained an avid reader throughout her life. Just after she turned fifteen, her mother gave her Edward Bellamy’s utopian novel Looking Backward. The book made a “profound impression” on Flynn. Written in the late nineteenth century, it projected a future socialist America. Bellamy described a world from the imagined vantage point of the year 2000 in which social class had disappeared, housework had been abolished, and production and consumption were managed by the state to assure the well-being of all. To Flynn, the book seemed to be “a convincing explanation of how peaceful, prosperous and happy America could be under a socialist system of society.”22

			Flynn’s understanding of social problems also developed through her tracking of current events. She followed the anthracite coal strike of 1902, led by the United Mine Workers of Pennsylvania. New York City streetcars ran on coal and nearly stopped operating, but the city’s workers still sympathized with the miners. Flynn wrote a school essay arguing in favor of public ownership of the mines. Outside of school, she studied and debated social problems as a member of the Hamilton Literary Society, which included students from all over the city.23 In January 1906, Flynn joined a parade of nearly 6,000 people who marched from Lower Manhattan to Union Square to commemorate the one-year anniversary of Russia’s “Bloody Sunday,” when Cossacks had killed thousands of peaceful protesters in St. Petersburg who had marched to the Winter Palace to deliver a petition to the czar. Most of the participants in the New York City parade were Jewish refugees. They waved red flags and carried banners calling for working people of all countries to unite.24 Flynn’s childhood in New York City, a city full of immigrants, exposed her to transnational currents of social protest.

			The Lower East Side seemed to be bursting with revolution. Flynn was soon taking the train downtown from the Bronx to attend “crowded meetings” in “long and narrow” halls decorated with red socialist banners and charters of the “landsmen” clubs of Jewish socialists. The rooms were cold and poorly lit, “with sawdust on the floors to protect it for the dancing” that took place at weddings. Fresh from Russia, these Jewish socialists made “the South Bronx Irish railroad workers” and German workers who made pianos (“drinking their beer in corner saloons”) seem “sedate and dull.” Flynn admired the way these Yiddish-speaking socialists combined the culture and politics of protest. Music, art, stories, and dancing engaged the homesick, overworked crowd as much as the lectures.25

			Flynn transformed from observer to actor when she took the stage on January 31, 1906, to present her first public speech. About seventy-five people gathered in the small hall of the Harlem Socialist Club on West 125th Street, up two flights of stairs, to hear this “slender, serious girl, not yet 16,” discuss “What Socialism Will Do for Women.” She “wore a long full skirt” down to her ankles along with “a white shirtwaist and a red tie.” Her long black hair was tied back with a ribbon. Invited to speak because of her reputation as an excellent debater, Flynn had worked hard to prepare for the event, resisting her father’s efforts to tell her what to say. Facing “an adult audience for the first time,” she “began to quake inwardly at the start.” But the audience was sympathetic, and Flynn was soon sailing along “serenely.” She outlined women’s oppression under capitalism, which included denial of the right to vote as well as denial of “all legal rights over their children, homes, or property.” Women who went out to work were paid less than men, ignored by unions, and stuck in dead-end jobs. Most women spent their lives doing housework for their families, which Flynn characterized as “drudgery and monotony.” Socialism would free women from this endless round of labor, Flynn announced, by “industrializing” tasks such as cooking, laundry, and child care. The weekly socialist paper described Flynn as “very bright” and remarked at her “surprising grasp of the subject.” This speech launched Flynn’s career as a speaker and began her lifelong campaign for women’s equality.26

			Speaking on stages and street-corners throughout New York City, Flynn quickly earned notice from the daily papers as “an East Side Joan of Arc.” She seemed like a Lower East Side revolutionary even though she lived in the Bronx. The struggling writer Theodore Dreiser, who later became a leading realist novelist, heard Flynn speak and became fascinated by her. Dreiser described Flynn as “a typical Irish beauty” who “electrified her audience with her eloquence.” Like nearly all of the journalists who reported on Flynn during the early years of her career, Dreiser remarked on Flynn’s “youth and loveliness.” In an era of muckraking journalism built on contrasts between rich and poor, virtue and vice, Flynn’s youthful beauty created the perfect foil for revolutionary statements that one hardly expected to hear coming “from the lips of a girl.”27 Flynn put this shock value to good use by drawing public attention to radical causes that the mainstream press generally ignored, and that many people of the time associated with dangerous immigrant men.

			Flynn “plunged into street speaking . . . and loved it.”28 Her early speeches, which can be traced in the many clippings she collected and saved in scrapbooks, drew together her belief in socialism and her concern with women’s oppression. Traveling with her father, who took pride in her growing reputation, Flynn soon expanded her reach beyond New York City to include working-class neighborhoods in Philadelphia and textile towns in New Jersey. On a Philadelphia street-corner, she argued that “capitalists have had their day.” Armed with an understanding of socialism, working people would soon overthrow capitalism and enact “a just distribution of the fruits of labor.” Socialism promised women “equality and freedom.”29 It would provide mothers with financial support to raise their children so they would not have to depend on their husbands. Communal “laundreys [sic], cooking places, cleaning rooms, kitchens and nurseries” would end women’s enslavement to housework. Flynn found a receptive audience, especially among working-class women, who greeted her proposals with applause.30

			Emma Goldman, a Jewish anarchist from Russia, who first heard Flynn speak at an open-air meeting in 1906, was struck by Flynn’s “beautiful face and figure” and her “voice vibrant with earnestness.” Goldman rejected the authority of the state and the church and advocated free love. When Flynn attended her lectures, Goldman recalled, “I often found it hard to take my eyes off her.”31 In those days, anarchists and socialists mingled freely, and the terms, according to Flynn, “were loosely interchanged.” Flynn’s parents were wary of the anarchists because of their advocacy of free love.32 Nevertheless, Flynn, like Goldman, began to think critically about sexuality and marriage. In an early speech, Flynn described marriage under the capitalist system as little better than “legalized prostitution.”33 Married women turned control of their bodies over to their husbands, who expected sexual subservience in exchange for economic support. Lacking birth control, women had more children than they and their husbands could afford to feed. Unmarried working girls, whose wages rarely covered the costs of food, clothing, and rent, sometimes had no choice but to turn to prostitution.

			Flynn agreed in theory that women needed the right to vote. However, she viewed women’s economic dependence on men as a far more pressing and fundamental problem. This conviction stemmed from her socialist analysis of women’s secondary position in all walks of life. She had read the work of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, an author suggested by her mother, but disagreed with Gilman’s conclusions.34 Gilman urged women to free themselves from lives constrained by domesticity by taking jobs outside the home. Flynn objected to this method of emancipation because she believed that by going out to work in a capitalist economy, women became “wage slaves” just like their husbands. Gilman’s plan might work for upper-class or even middle-class women, but it had no relevance for working-class women. Gilman envisioned women of different classes working together to bring about economic and social improvement. But Flynn rejected Gilman’s vision of feminist solidarity across class lines. She believed that working women and working men needed to pull together to fight capitalism and establish socialism.35 

			Although Flynn believed strongly in women’s equality, she objected to pursuing it through separate women’s organizations. Young leftist women in Europe shared this rejection of all-female organizations. Clara Zetkin, for example, an outspoken German socialist whom Flynn admired, dismissed cooperation with “bourgeois feminists” in favor of working-class solidarity. This view represented a new, seemingly more modern approach to achieving social change. However, women who rejected cross-class organizations in favor of working-class solidarity often found that organizations run by men paid little attention to the particular problems that female workers faced, including low pay, sexual harassment, and the double burden of wage labor and domestic work.36 Flynn’s childhood experiences and her mother’s feminism made her acutely aware of these problems. But in 1906, Flynn was young and eager to find new solutions to familiar problems. Inspired, in part, by reading the Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin’s Appeal to the Young, she sought a new, more radical version of socialism in a new organization, the Industrial Workers of the World.
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            Wobbly Agitator—Fights for Free Speech

			On a cold winter morning in 1909, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn woke up in a Spokane, Washington, jail cell to the unwelcome feeling of a strange man’s hand on her cheek. She sat up and told him she was not there to be insulted. He backed off, leaving Flynn her breakfast: weak coffee and stale bread. She had spent the night in jail after being arrested on conspiracy charges. Pregnant, she had been thrown into the single women’s cell with two prostitutes. Flynn’s cellmates had tried to make her comfortable, sharing some food and lending her a pillow. Having been arrested several times before, Flynn was relieved that she was not alone, “at the mercy of men you do not trust a moment, day or night, unable to defend yourself or call for help.” Despite the company the women offered, the heavy door to the cell had opened and closed all night as the jailers brought the women downstairs to visit “sweet-hearts.” Flynn found the women and the jailers to be on terms of “disgusting familiarity.” Later that day, Flynn was out on bail. Awaiting trial, she reflected, “This all in the name of law and order! Oh Liberty, what crimes are committed in thy name.”1

			Flynn grew up fast. Within a few years, she went from being a socialist child prodigy to a fearless agitator for the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) at the center of a brewing battle over free speech. The best-known female leader of the Wobblies (as members of the IWW were known), Flynn helped draw national attention to local conflicts, publicizing the existence of the IWW and exposing abusive police practices and a biased justice system. Flynn’s youth, beauty, and skill as a speaker attracted attention to her cause: building a new, egalitarian society. Her status as a woman protected her from some of the worst abuses that male members of the IWW suffered, such as being beaten up by the police, but it made it difficult for her to form and maintain the female friendships she enjoyed at other points in her life.

			Flynn had mounted soapboxes and stages to speak on behalf of socialism since she was fifteen. She soon grew impatient, however, with the moderation of the Socialist Party, which fielded candidates for office and attracted intellectuals and professionals as well as workers. Flynn wanted to be part of something “more militant, more progressive and more youthful.” The fact that her parents and their friends belonged to the Socialist Party made it seem “stodgy” and “middle-aged.”2 Inspired by her reading of Marx, Flynn believed that workers needed to form their own movement, without the help of “professors, lawyers, doctors, ministers,” and other middle-class types. Like Marx, Flynn was not a wage worker herself, but she embraced the empowerment of the working class as the key to social transformation.
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