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Part] ——

Awakenings

How did young men and women first encounter socialism? What
did socialism mean to them? To shed light on these questions, this section
features excerpts from the autobiographies of five prominent radicals. The
Communist leader Alexander Bittelman became radicalized as a thirteen-
year-old boy in his hometown of Berdichev in the Russian Empire. His
father, although a pious man, had grown close to the Bund and enrolled the
young Usher, Alexander’s given name, in the local party organization. Bit-
telman originally perceived socialism as “dream-images of some bright and
joyful future, something like what would happen when the Messiah arrived.”
He soon discarded his religious beliefs and became a wholehearted revolu-
tionary, a process familiar to many eastern European Jews who made the
leap from traditional Judaism to socialism.

Unlike Bittelman, who immigrated to the United States in 1912, most of
the Jewish labor movement’s early participants became radicalized in the
United States. The seminal event was the Great Upheaval of 1886, the largest
strike wave hitherto in America’s history. One person swept up by the unrest
was a young cloak maker in Chicago named Abraham Bisno. From German-
immigrant radicals Bisno learned about capitalism and the capacity of ordi-
nary workers to change the system. Bisno converted to socialism and went
on to become a union activist in Chicago. A different narrative of discov-
ery comes to us from the anarchist firebrand Emma Goldman. According to
her autobiography, she turned to the radical movement not out of economic
misery but in search of emotional and intellectual fulfillment. Anarchism
“offered an escape from the grey dullness” of her life in Rochester, New York,
where she felt stifled by “the everlasting talk about money and business.”
Another anarchist, Lucy Lang, discovered in Chicago’s radical circles access
to interesting people, opportunities for education, and a means to protest
social injustices. Lang describes her political awakening as a product of the
inequities of work and family life.






