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On Trial: Haymarket Square, 1886 
A role play for high school, college and university classrooms, and union education 
settings 
 
It is mid-May in 1886, and the City of Chicago has commissioned a Special Grand Jury 
Investigation into the extreme violence that occurred on May 4 in Chicago’s Haymarket 
Square.   The purpose of this Grand Jury is to decide who should be criminally 
prosecuted for the deaths and injuries following the bomb blast at the rally that day. 
 
Background:   
In 1885, the American Federation of Labor called for workers all over the country to 
strike on May 1, 1886, wherever employers refused to reduce the workday to 8 hours.  
On that day in Chicago, 80,000 workers and their families joined nationwide 
demonstrations of more than 340,000 workers for an 8-hour workday.  Despite Chicago 
newspaper predictions of violence, there was no bloodshed as thousands and thousands of 
workers and their families paraded to Chicago’s Lake Front to hear speeches from labor 
and community leaders in many different languages. Many industries were shut down in 
Chicago by 40,000 workers on strike, including all the railroads and stockyards, and 
45,000 workers won the shorter workday from their employers to prevent them from 
striking. 
 
However, several days later on May 3, Chicago police (led by a Captain Bonfield) killed 
4 of the picketing workers still on strike at the McCormick Harvester factory. The next 
day, union leaders called for a rally at Haymarket Square to protest the police violence 
against the strikers.  When the last speaker took the stage, the rain began, the attending 
sympathetic Mayor left, and the crowd of over a thousand dwindled to just several 
hundred.  Suddenly, a unit of 180 police arrived that had been near on standby, (led by the 
same Captain Bonfield), even though the departing Mayor assured them that the rally was 
peaceful.  Just as the police ordered the remaining rally participants to disperse,  a bomb 
went off in front of the police. In response, the police open fired, killing and wounding 
civilians and police alike. When the smoke cleared, 67 police and 200 civilians were 
wounded; 7 police and an unknown number of rally participants later died.  Without any 
evidence about who threw the bomb, eight labor leaders were arrested for the crime 
although seven of them weren’t even there. This inspired enormous public outrage 
throughout the United States and all over the world, occurring just 3 days after the hugely 
successful demonstrations for the 8-hour workday. 
 
What happened? The Grand Jury Investigation into the violence at Haymarket Square on 
May 4th will gather testimony from witnesses, concerned citizens, and potential 
defendants, and then will present their findings as to who should be criminally prosecuted 
for the violence.  Your class will divide into 5 groups--one represents the Grand Jury, and 
the other 4 groups represent the potential defendants or witnesses in a future criminal trial.  
Each of the 4 defendant groups is suspected of inciting violence at Haymarket Square and 
conspiracy to commit murder, and will be interviewed by the Chicago Prosecutor. The 
Grand Jury members will listen to the testimonies, meet separately to discuss who should 
be prosecuted in a criminal trial, and then present their findings. 
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Witness/Potential Defendant Group roles  ( You will give testimony at the Hearing): 
 
1. Chicago Manufacturer’s Association 
Your members are the elite of Chicago…the local owners of beef, pork, merchandise, and 
farm machinery—the Armours, Swifts, Fields, and McCormicks.  You are suspected of 
hiring someone to throw a bomb into the police unit at Haymarket Square on May 4.  
Why?  To turn public sympathy against the workers organizing for 8-hour workdays and 
union contracts.  You deny this of course.  Why would you do anything to hurt the very 
people (the police) that protect your factories when the workers protest?   
 
Besides, everyone knows that the many different political and ethnic factions among the 
workers in Chicago are enough to bring on conflict without you.  You believe the bomber 
was likely a member of the socialist/anarchist International Working People’s Association 
or the Central Labor Union, a coalition of mostly “ethnic” anti-capitalist unions (that 
broke away from the more reformist Chicago Trades Assembly.) 
 
2.  Chicago Press Association 
Your members are the owners of the biggest newspapers in the city, the main media 
sources of the day with many competitors. Your organization, or one of your members, is 
suspected of hiring someone to throw a bomb into the police unit at Haymarket Square on 
May 4.  Why?  Because violence and sensationalism sell more newspapers, of course, and 
so does anti-immigrant and anti-socialist/anarchist hysteria.   
You deny any association with the bomb or bomber, and have often editorialized about 
how the radical socialists and anarchists, who are often immigrants, hate the police.  
Don’t they want to take for themselves everything that American-born citizens have 
worked so hard for?   
 
3.  Chicago Eight-Hour Association 
Your organization is a coalition of 3 labor organizations dedicated to building the Eight-
Hour Movement and preparing workers to strike on May 1, 1886 against all employers 
who refuse to shorten hours. Your members include: 
Amalgamated Trades Assembly, American Federation of Labor, a Chicago 
organization of craft unions affiliated with the largest national federation of unions (the 
AFL, who advanced the resolution that all labor join on May 1,1886 to establish an eight-
hour workday).Your members are US-born skilled “journeymen” workers organized by 
trade, such as bricklaying, typesetting, stonemasonry, shoemaking, cigarmaking… 
Central Labor Union, also an organization of skilled craft unions.  Your members 
belong to 22 “ethnic” non-English-speaking (German and Bohemian) unions that broke 
away from the Trades Assembly over political principles, namely those of the 
socialist/anarchist International Working People’s Association.  Eleven of your unions are 
the largest in the city, among them the German printers, both Bohemian and German 
cabinetmakers, carpenters, brewers, butchers, metal workers...and the founding union, 
Progressive Cigar Makers. 
Knights of Labor.  Your guiding principle is solidarity among all workers, skilled and 
unskilled, black and white, women and men, US-born and foreign-born.  Your diverse 
membership has hugely multiplied tenfold in the last 2 years with the growth of the 
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national Eight-Hour movement and the AFL’s call to action on May 1.  Despite your anti-
strike leadership, your members are eager for shorter hours, pay raises, and union 
contract protections, and have joined chapters called Assemblies by the thousands.  Some 
of your assemblies in various industries have even been invited to join the Amalgamated 
Trades Assembly. 
 
You are all extremely proud of the Chicago working class for tremendous participation in 
the May 1 strike and peaceful parade of 80,000 to Chicago’s Lakefront for many 
speeches from your members.  In the immediate days following May 1, at least 45,000 
workers in workplaces all over the city won the shorter day from employers to stop them 
from striking!  Then, all of a sudden, a bomb goes off at a May 4 rally for McCormick 
Harvester workers still on strike and protesting police killing of 4 workers on their picket 
line.  Now, Chicago newspapers have seized this opportunity to cast suspicions about the 
Haymarket bombing on your coalition as well as your individual labor organizations, 
especially on unionists who are immigrants and socialists/anarchists.  Our Eight Hour 
Association was united and focused on one goal—mobilizing a massive peaceful working 
class action for the Eight Hour Workday on May 1, and we achieved this.  So what if you 
are foreign-born, speak another language, refuse to accept a paycut for shorter hours, or 
believe the capitalist system is the problem?  You are outraged because you believe that it 
is the Chicago Manufacturer’s Association that clearly has the most to gain from 
destroying the Eight Hour movement and the labor organizations that have built it! 
 
4. International Working People’s Association 
You are an organization of radical labor organizers and activists, aka anarchists and 
socialists, formed in 1883 and united by revolutionary objectives including ”Destruction 
of existing class rule, by all means….establishment of a free society based upon 
cooperative organization of production….and free contracts between independent 
Communes and associations….in a federation without profit-mongery….with equal rights 
for all…”  In Chicago, your group publishes newspapers in 5 languages and has several 
thousand members, including many workers who are also members and leaders of the 
Central Labor Union and active in the Eight Hour Association. 

 
As a step toward your longterm goals, you have dedicated all of your resources to 
building the Eight-Hour movement that is sweeping the country, embraced by working 
families everywhere who are “Summoning our forces from shipyard, shop, and mill; 
Eight hours for work, eight hours for rest, eight hours for what we will”. (These are lyrics 
from a contemporary popular song, “The Eight Hour Song”.) Now, after the 
tremendously successful May 1 strike and parade that you worked tirelessly to build, you 
are suspected of throwing the bomb at Haymarket Square to “advance the revolutionary 
struggle to the next level”. However, you deny ever advocating force except as a response 
to force first used by employers.  You point out that it is the newspapers in the Chicago 
Press Association that often call for violence against strikers in their editorials, and you 
can document many instances of police and militia shooting and killing workers without 
provocation.  You believe that the Haymarket bomber was hired by one of the big 
business owners to break up the Eight Hour movement. 
 



 4 

5.  Grand Jury role, Preparation and Instructions 
You are the decision-makers in this roleplay. You will listen and take notes on the 
Chicago Prosecutor asking questions and the testimonies of the potential 
defendant/witness groups.   After hearing all the testimonies, you will meet privately to 
discuss amd assign probable cause for criminal prosecution by Chicago for deaths and 
injuries at Haymarket Square.  You will present your conclusions to the class.   
 
To that end, use prep time to devise a a graphic organizer for your notes, using the 
following questions that the Prosecutor will likely ask witnesses/ potential defendants: 
 
Describe who you are and where you were on May 4-- 
what was your connection to the Haymarket rally?   
How do you feel about the strikes for shorter hours?   
How do you feel about the role of the police in these strikes?   
Did you or anyone you know hire a bomber to assault the rally and/or the police?   
Who do you believe did the bombing and why? 
 
Jury Instructions after Testimony has finished:  You will meet privately to 1) elect a jury 
foreperson to chair your meeting and make sure everyone is heard; 2) discuss your notes 
step by step and debate who showed probable cause and should be prosecuted for one or 
more of the following crimes:  murder, conspiracy to commit murder and/or manslaughter.  
Take a vote and present a majority and minority opinion. 
 
 
Preparation Instructions:  20 minutes for all witness and/or potential defendant groups: 
Discuss how to answer the following questions that the Chicago Prosecutor will likely 
ask you in front of the Grand Jury: 
 
Describe who you are and where you were on May 4: 
what was your connection to the Haymarket rally?   
How do you feel about the strikes for shorter hours?   
How do you feel about the role of the police in these strikes? 
Did you or anyone you know hire a bomber to assault the rally and/or the police?   
Who do you believe did the bombing and why? 
 
 
Procedure for Teacher/Group Leader:  (will require about 2 hours) 
1.  Reproduce a copy for each person of the role play Background and the Defendant 
Roles.  Before distributing, number the Background handouts 1-5, over and over until 
each handout has a number. 
 
2.  After reading the Background handout aloud with volunteers, use the numbers on the 
handout to divide the class into 5 groups.  Be prepared to provide locations for the small 
groups, such as the 4 corners of the room plus the middle.  (5 minutes) 
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3.  Distribute the Defendant Roles and instruct each group to read aloud all of the 
Defendant Roles, taking turns, so that everyone has the same basic information. (15 
minutes) 
 
4.  Now, the teacher assigns a role to each of the 5 groups, including the Grand Jury role, 
using a lottery method. 
 
Next, the teacher makes the following adjustments to the sizes of the groups, to facilitate 
good participation:  If most groups have more than 5 persons, ask for volunteers to form a 
6th group to represent a second Grand Jury that will render a second opinion at the end of 
the roleplay.  Also, ask for volunteers to increase the size of Defendant Group #3, the 
Chicago Eight Hour Association, since it is a coalition with 3 large and important 
member organizations that should each testify at the hearing. 
 
Once the group size adjustments have been made, each group rereads aloud their assigned 
role and highlights important information. Elect a chairperson and discuss the questions  
that the Prosecutor is likely to ask in front of the Grand Jury.  These questions are in the 
Preparation Instructions at the end of the Roles).  Special instructions:  The Eight Hour 
Association group assigns each member one of the 3 labor organizations to represent.  
The Grand Jury group (s) creates a graphic organizer that all jury members will use to 
take notes on the defendants’ testimonies, and for notes on their conclusions.  The teacher 
circulates to assist groups.  (30 minutes) 
 
5.  Grand Jury Hearing begins:  The teacher will now serve as the Chicago Prosecutor, 
welcomes everyone to the Grand Jury Hearing, reminds everyone that the purpose is to 
determine probable cause for a followup prosecution,  and then interviews each defendant 
group with the following questions: 
Describe who you are and where you were on May 4-- 
what was your connection to the Haymarket rally?   
How do you feel about the strikes for shorter hours?   
How do you feel about the role of the police in these strikes?   
Did you or anyone you know hire a bomber to assault the rally and/or the police?   
Who do you believe did the bombing and why? 
Grand Jury members listen and take notes.  If needed, the Prosecutor can invite the Jury 
or other Defendant groups to ask questions.  (40 minutes, about 10 minutes per group. 
Extra time should be given to the Eight Hour Association group, since it is a coalition of 
labor organizations.) 
 
6.  After all the groups have been interviewed, the Grand Jury meets privately to review 
their notes and debate who should be criminally prosecuted for the deaths and injuries 
that occurred at Haymarket Square. (Details in their role description.)  They present their 
conclusions to the class.  (20 minutes) 
 
 
Debriefing:  Read about the actual prosecution and consequences, and watch We Mean to 
Make Things Over: A History of May Day.    


