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To many Americans, “Mother Jones” is the name of
a hard-hitting, insightful, liberal magazine offering in-
depth coverage of stories not covered by other media. To
others, Mother Jones is an image on a poster with the
caption, “Pray for the dead, and fight like hell for the
living.” But as Elliott Gorn persuasively argues, Mother
Jones was a living, breathing radical: imperfect to be
sure, yet a seemingly unstoppable force whose “passion-
ate speeches” and “dramatic street theater” (p. 3) kept her
in the center of the American labor movement. Mother
Jones was the voice of inarticulate working-class men
and women–miners, railroad, trolley-car, textile, brew-
ery, garment, and steel workers–who fought for civil
rights, an end to child labor, higher pay, and shorter
hours.

Gorn’s stated purpose for writing this book is to
rescue Mother Jones from what English historian E.P.
Thompson called “the enormous condescension of pos-
terity.” Gorn is of one mind with other labor historians
who are working to reintegrate radical labor leaders into
the discourse of labor history. Gorn’s work is a worthy

attempt to put Jones’ life into the context of broader in-
dustrial and political change and bring her “unique and
powerful” voice back into the creative dialogue fostered
by radicals in the early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury (p. 6). While he succeeds in fulfilling his objective,
Gorn’s task is not an easy one.

Exactly when Mary Jones became Mother Jones is
a point of speculation. Although Jones was associated
with radical movements such as the Knights of Labor,
Coxey’s Army, the Populist Party, and the American Rail-
wayUnion, it was not until the end of the 1890s thatMary
Jones fully embraced the name and persona of Mother
Jones. Mary Jones came from an obscure background and
left no written records about her early life, and much of
the information she choose to reveal about her later life
was fictional, a part of her effort to transformMary Jones
into Mother Jones. Gorn attributes Jones’ refusal to re-
veal information about her private life partly to the Vic-
torian era in which she lived. At a time when journalists,
reformers, and moralists relegated women to the private
domain of home, family, and religion, Jones’ refusal to
reveal anything about her private life “revealed her rad-

1

http://www.h-net.org/reviews/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0809070936


H-Net Reviews

ical intentions.” Even though her newly created identity
evoked motherhood, the most sacred role for Victorian
women, “she ignored family life and lived entirely in the
public realm” (p. 8). As Mother Jones, Mary Jones ex-
panded the boundaries of women’s domain over the pri-
vate family to include the entire family of labor, tailoring
her public behavior and structuring her appearance and
speech to meet the needs and expectations of her union
“family.”

Jones publicly rejected the Victorian notions of a
uniquely “female sphere” inherent in the cult of true
womanhood, becoming an “International Organizer” for
the United Mine Workers–a very public and “unwom-
anly” job. Yet, in arguing for women’s higher education,
voting rights, and a central role for women in the labor
movement, Jones resorted to a rather conventional line of
reasoning about gender roles, asserting that women de-
rived their power from their roles as mothers. Their spe-
cial gift to civilization was love, but love did not mean
passivity. Jones saw the union as a family under siege
by corporations that were intent on impoverishing the
working-class for their own gain. The union movement
was more than a group of workers bound together by
economic concerns–it was a culture and a way of life
bound together by “mother-love.” Mothers brought the
extended union family together by teaching devotion,
sacrifice, and solidarity: love brought women into the
cause of labor and gave them the moral authority for ac-
tive, public roles within the movement.

Jones’ union-organizing rhetoric was radical calling
for the overthrow of the capitalist economy and seeking
part ownership of the means of production for labor. Her

union activities were out of line for a woman in Victorian
America. She put herself in the middle of violent strikes,
faced gun-toting thugs, was shot at, and was jailed. She
was an incendiary public speaker who incited working-
class men and women through her words, and angered
male labor leaders such as John L. Lewis, United Mine
Workers president, when she spoke out against the con-
servatism of craft unions. Yet, despite her radical views
of the relationship between capital and labor, Mother
Jones never questioned the conventional understanding
of women as wives and mothers. In fact, she used those
roles as a wedge to make a place for women in the union.
Her ultimate goal for working-class families was always
in line with the traditional gender ideas of nineteenth
century Americans: a living wage for working men so
that women could stay home and children could go to
school.

Mother Jones is a solidly written, well-researched
study of one of America’s most passionate female la-
bor leaders. Gorn situates Mother Jones solidly within
the events, movements, and ideological thought of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He skill-
fully separates the real Mary Jones from the legendary
Mother Jones, even-handedly assessing Jones’ strengths
and weaknesses. Gorn’s lively prose and powerful nar-
rative make this study accessible to popular audiences,
yet, Gorn’s judicious use of archival sources, newspaper
accounts, speeches, and Jones’ autobiography, make this
book an equally important source for both undergradu-
ate and graduate level classes in women’s history, labor
history, ethnic history, as well as Gilded Age and Pro-
gressive Era history.
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