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Abstract 

 

“Economic Rights and Community Membership in Black Industrial Chicago, 1890-1930” 

 

This paper examines the construction of racial dependency through the exclusion of 

Black workers from free and contracted labor and then considers the strategies Blacks 

workers and leaders used to secure and economic and social place in industrial Chicago. 

Narratives involving the Great Migration, which place mobility in economic and 

constitutional terms, and the 1919 Chicago Race Riot, which developed from frustrations 

with obstacles to economic opportunity, tend to obscure the ways Black workers 

predicated their efforts to secure steady work on a language of rights. Rights presented 

some industrial migrants the tools to contest their exclusion from steady labor, but they 

also had their limits. When he asserted the individual‟s “moral, mental and physical 

fitness to associate with one‟s fellowman,” WEB Dubois advertised frustration with a 

constitutional scheme in which Black rights were contingent on the choices of others. 

Both social and economic rights suffered from this pitfall. Ultimately, efforts to secure 

community membership, had to avoid these contingencies. Drawing on Progressive Era 

social rights discourse and case law, this paper positions industrial work as a critical site 

in the struggle over community membership and industrial belonging. Constitutive of 

social organization, free labor premised Black exclusion and the dependency of Black 

industrial migrants. Strikebreaking provided one strategy to secure jobs that were not 

otherwise available. But is also had its limits, as it reinforced racial antipathies, and lost 

its effectiveness with the decline of the union movement in the early 1920s. Subsequent 

strategies directed at unhinging Black industrial rights from the consent of others 

emerged in business unions, labor unions and political organizations such as the 

Community Party. For many industrial workers, free labor was not generative, but 

restrictive, and gave rise to critical discourse of social and economic rights in the era 

before the NAACP committed strategically to civil rights and the Federal Government 

launched the New Deal. 
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