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ABSTRACT
SOLIDARITY AND FRAGMENTATION:

WORKING PEOPLE AND CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS IN DETROIT,
1877-1895

By
Richard Jules Oestreicher

American workers have generally displayed less
class consciousness than workers in other modern indus-
trial societies. Many scholars have argued that such
factors as the wealth of American society, the structure
of the American government, rates of social mcbility,
and patterns of immigration explain this exceptionaliem.
Usually, however, these explanations have been on such a
broad level of generalization that they fail to analyze
the mechanisms through which structural forces function
in a specific context.

This study orovides such an analysis for a repre-
sentative industrial city, Detroit, during the intense
pericd of industrialization of the late nineteenth cen-
tury. The dissertation describes sources of class con-
sciousness, barriers te it, and the resulting tensions
between these opposing tendencies among Detroit workers
between 1877 and 1895.

In 1880, Detroit was a rapidly growing medium
sized industrial city. Differences in background,

culture, occupation, skill level, stability in the



community, work experience, economic prospects, and social
attitudes divided workers. While there were clear simi-
larities among the life styles, problems, and prospects

of many types of workers, they reacted differently to
their situations. Yet widespread dissatisfaction with the
imposition of new work disciplines, the unequal distribu-
tion of the benefits of industrialization, the declining
status of many skilled trades, and deplorable working
conditions provided a basis for class solidarity.

During the early 1880's, labor activists succeeded
in creating the organizational infrastructure for a work-
ing class subculture of opposition. The Knights of Labor
were the most important organizational expression of this
subculture. Knights of Labor assemblies were ccmplemented
by a host of new working class institutions: labor news-
papers, producer and consumer coopveratives, workers'
social and cultural organizations, a workers' militia,
and an independent lapor party. By 1886 thousands of
workers functioned within this subculture as the movement
energed as a major political and social force in the city.

Yet the very rise of this subculture, and the
potential power it represented, further aggravated the
internal tensions which divided workers. The movement
broke up amidst bitter and emotional factionalism. The
labor movement would not recapture the power and influence

it had exercised in Detroit in the mid-1880's until the



1930's. At the same time, the spectacle of mass street
demonstrations convinced liberal business and political
elites like mayor Hazen Pingree to look for new ways to
solve the system's worst abuses and reintegrate workers
into the dominant culture. The legacy of the era was

thus to discourage an independent and class conscious
workers' movement and to encourage groups of both business
and labor leaders to collaborate toward limited reforms

within the system.
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INTRODUCTION

The United States is the only major industrialized
nation in which class politics have played little role in
political life. There is no Communist, Socialist, or
Labor party worthy of consideration, and basic ideas that
underlie the existence of such parties--desire to restruc-
ture society, conception of political parties as repre-
sentatives of specific classes or social groups, a con-
sistent ideology--are considered un-American.l

This unique character of American development has
been extensively discussed by scholars. Werner Sombart,
in a famous essay published in 1906 attributing the weak-
ness of American socialism to the wealth and prosperity
of American society, mused that "All socialist utopias
have come to grief on roast beef and apple pie."™ Louis
Hartz, writing in the 1950's, argued that the absence of
a feudal heritage produced a "natural liberalism" that
obviated ideologies of the left. More recently, Seymour
Martin Lipset has emphasized the structure of American
government and the strength of individualistic values.2

The problem with such arguments is not only that
they tend to be monocausal but, more importantly, that

1



they operate at such a broad level of generalization,
collapsing centuries of historical experience, that they
are essentially descriptive summaries of what has taken
place rather than explanations. They assume what they
should be seeking to prove. Exactly how has the general
wealth of American society affected individual workers in
various circumstances, and what are the relationships
between economic position and social consciousness? Why
have certain values prevailed and not others? Have
class consciousness and class appeals been consistently
absent from Americansociety? If not, why has class not
been expressed in political form? Recent monographs,
such as the growing body of social mobility studies, have
provided some of the data necessary to begin to answer
these questions, but the answers await synthesis.3
A necessary step in such a synthesis must be a
series of studies of communities representative of various
types of towns and various stages in industrialization.
In this way broad speculation can be subjected to careful
analysis and testing. Basic questions can be posed within
a more.limited time frame and within the concrete context
of a more limited body of evidence. We can ask questions
about the validity of current macro-theories in a specific
locale. If such theories are valid, what are the actual
mechanisms through which the forces suggested in them

become operative? What do the operations of such



mechanisms reveal about the nature of class, class con-
sciousness, and class relations? What models of human
behavior are most appropriate for understanding the social
dynamics of the industrialization process?

The present study seeks answers to these gquestions
in late nineteenth century Detroit. Specifically, I hope
to describe sources of class consciousness, barriers to
it, and the resulting tension between these opposing ten-
dencies among Detroit workers between 1877 and 1895. I
will examine the behavior, ideas, and organization (formal
and informal) of workers and their relationships with the
business class of the city.

Class will be defined as an historical relationship
between one group of people and another group who identify
common interests (usually economic and political) among
themselves and see those interests in opposition to those
of the other group. These perceptions of conflicting
interest have their roots in objective disparities of
wealth and power, but not all differences in wealth and
power are class relationships. The recognition that these
differences are reciprocally related, e.g., a belief that
workers are poor because owners are wealthy, and vice
versa, constitutes the essence of a class relationship.
Thus a class cannot be defined without reference to its

antagonist. By historical I mean that this relationship

develops over time, and it is in the process of development



that members of each class accumulate the experiences,
traditions, values, attitudes which lead to the perception
and definition of conflicting interests. While members
of a class probably will have similar income levels and,
if they are class conscious, similar attitudes about
their relative social status, if class is defined as the
historical development of an antagonistic relationship,
its definition can neither be reduced to objective cate-
gories such as income level, type of work, or relationship
to the means of production, nor to subjective evaluations
such as individual assessment of relative social position.
All such categories are only indirect manifestations of
the relationship which produces them.4
Class consciousness is the individual and group
awareness of the existence of a class relationship. Since
individuals even in similar class positions have different
ideas and experiences, class consciousness is not fixed,
not something which is either present or absent. It is
variable, a range of attitudes, a continuum. Nor does
class consciousness necessarily imply a particular stra-
tegic response (socialism, for example). Individuals may
be class conscious in the sense that they are keenly aware
of the class relationship, but their responses may be
deferential or reformist as well as rebellious. Conscious-
ness must be examined in the context of power in order to

understand the relationships between thought and possible



actions.5

Late nineteenth century Detroit is a particularly
appropriate site for studying the forces inhibiting and
promoting class consciousness among American workers.

The 1880's was a crucial decade in the establishment of
later patterns of class relations, and Detroit was a
rapidly growing and diversified industrial city by the
1880's. It was representative of other midwestern indus-
trial cities in basic growth patterns and in key variables
such as ethnicity. The city's labor movement included

all of the major national organizations and the range of
relevant intellectual and ideological viewpoints. Pre-
sence of nationally prominent leaders representing con-
flicting national viewpoints within the Rnights of Labor
provides important insights into the relationships
between national events and debates and local organiza-
tion.6

The analysis will proceed on three levels: statis-
tical, behavioral, and ideological. The statistical in-
formation includes descriptive statistics of the composi-
tion of the workforce, wages, hours, working conditions,
and personal consumption as well as analysis of the mem-
bership and growth patterns of the RKnights of Labor. On
a behavioral level, data about what people did will be
used as a basis for making inferences about their rela-

tionships and beliefs. More direct ideological analysis



will come from private correspondence and extensive
newspaper accounts including editorials and position
papers by a wide range of key figures and a large volume
of letters to the editors from more obscure participants.

The statistical data, as well as much other infor-
mation, comes from state and federal censuses, State
Bureau of Labor Statistics Reports, voting records, con-
vention proceedings, surveys conducted by the Knights in
the 1880's, and the Knights of Labor Data Bank supplied
by the Inter-university Consortium for Political Research.
Other major sources include the Labadie Papers, the per-
eonal papers of the most important labor leaders of the
period; the Powderly Papers, the national records of
the Knights of Labor; a complete reading of the weekly
Detroit labor press from 1877 to 1895 (only a few copies
of relevant publications exist from 1889-1895); and a
scattered reading of daily Detroit newspapers.

The evidence presents several methodological
problems. Most of the people who are the subject of this
study, the ordinary working people of Detroit in the
1880's, left none of the traditional kinds of historical
evidence. There are no diaries; there is some corres-
pondence, but not enough; there are only a few firsthand
interviews with people who were not leaders or at least
active militants. Statistical information can sometimes

provide substitutes for more traditional types of



evidence and make it possible to generalize about various
aspects of group behavior and backgrounds, but answering
subtler questions of individual belief and motivations

is often impossible without direct evidence.

Underlying these gaps in the evidence is another
fundamental problem: patterns of rebellious collective
behavior were necessarily somewhat concealed even in their
own times. A subculture of opposition is almost by defi-
nition clandestine, hidden from contemporaries who are not
part of it, and to the extent that opposition is partially
unconscious, unarticulated even to themselves by some of
the participants. Deciding what Detroit workers thought
about their work, their bosses, their lives, their place
in the world is for the most part an indirect process
dependent on inference and supposition, a puzzle with many
pieces missing and no way to retrieve them. Even the
indirect evidence such as wage statistics (although the
total quantity of such data is surprisingly large) ignores
certain types of people or is unavailable for important
years.

I proceed then with caution. Gaps in the evidence
make some conclusions no more than educated guesses.

Some questions will be raised only to be left unanswered.
Others will be answered with evidence that is not strictly
appropriate from a methodological viewpoint. Where rele-

vant statistics are not available for a given year, data



taken two or five or even ten years earlier or later will
be used. 1In some cases, such temporal inconsistencies
can be justified by evidence showing that the situation
had not changed in the intervening years. 1In other cases,
it is just all that is available.

But despite these problems a clear picture emerges.
Many individual conclusions are tentative; the evidence
for some arguments, taken by itself, is weak; but the
cumulative pattern is striking. An important sequence of
events took place: advocates of class solidarity strug-
gled to overcome a complex network of fragmenting influ-
ences in order to create a working class movement. That
movement. seemed to be successful for a brief period in
the mid-1880's, but its success was ephemeral. The nmove-
ment failed in Detroit as it failed in the rest of the
country. 1Its failure had enduring consequences; under-
standing that failure in Detroit is one way of approaching

a deeper understanding of class in American history.



Introduction

NOTES

l. By class politics I mean electoral or parlia-
mentary politics whicﬁ reflect the divisions of rich vs.
poor, worker vs. owner, landlord vs. peasant, etc.

While the intensity of overt political conflict along
these lines varies widely in industrial societies, I
believe it is valid to characterize the United States as
an extreme case. The issue is discussed in similar terms
in Gabriel Kolko, Main Currents in Modern American History
(New York: Harper and Row, 1976), pp. 89-90.

2. Werner Sombart, "Warum gibt es in den Vereinig-
ten Staaten keinen Sozialismus®" (1906) in Failure of a
Dream, Essays in the History of American Socialism,
edited by John H. M. Laslett and Seymour Martin Lipset
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday-Anchor, 1974), p. 599:
Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and World, 1955), p. 5-9; Seymour Martin
Lipset in Failure of a Dream, pp. 33-36, 553-567.

3. Much of the recent literature on social mobil-
ity was inspred by Stephen Thernstrom's Poverty and Pro-
gress, Social Mobility in a Nineteenth Century City (New
York: Atheneum, 1969). Articles by Thernstrom, stuart
Blumim and Peter R. Knights are included in Nineteenth
Century Cities: Essays in the New Urban History (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1969) edited by Thernstrom
and Richard Sennett. Thernstrom's study of social
mobility in Boston, The Other Bostonians (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1973), includes discussion of
most of the mobility studies produced up to that time.

4. This definition of class, as readers will
recognize, follows E. P. Thompson in The Making of the
EngL%sh Working Class (New York: Vintage Books, 1963).,
pp. 9-11.

S. Thus it is not necessarily "false conscious-
ness,"” i.e., misperception, when workers are not social-
ists, nor does the absence of a socialist movement neces-
sarily indicate the absence of class consciousness.

6. See: Chapter 1, pp. 10-12 for a discussion of
Detroit's representativeness.



Chapter 1

INDUSTRIALIZING DETROIT AND ITS WORKFORCE

I. Detroit as a Test Case

Between 1860 and 1900 Detroit was representative
of the group of midwestern cities stretching along the
Great Lakes and through the Ohio Valley £from Buffalo and
Pittsburgh in the east to St. Louis and Milwaukee in the
west. While each city developed differently, they expand-
ed in similar ways and for similar reasons. Chicago,
Cleveland, Detroit, for example, all grew dramatically;
faster than the rest of the country, faster than the rest
of the midwestern region, faster than other American
cities of comparable size. 1In each case, rates of indus-
trialization were even greater than the impressive rates
of population increase. As a result, much larger propor-
tions of the local population were engaged in manufactur-
ing, each city's manufacturing represented a vastly
greater proportion of national industrial output, and
the cities themselves were transformed from medium sized
regional marketing and transportation centers to indus-

trial metropolises.l

10
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Expansion of iron and steel production (and its
corollaries and derivatives) provided the initial stimulus
of a major new industry. Urban-industrial development was
also based on a variety of other factors which led to sus-
tained and diversified growth: high rates of invention
and innovation, comparatively high local wage levels
which increased local markets, improvements in transpor-
tation, accessibility to population, capital, and infor-
mation. 2

Parallel patterns of urban industrial development
also led to demographic similarities. 1In 1900 the per-
centages of foreign born and persons of foreign parentage
in Chicago, Detroit, and Cleveland were nearly identical.
The relative proportions of various ethnic groups in each
of these cities throughout the late nineteenth century
were strikingly similar, as was the seguence of major
shifts in immigration patterns.3

These were "shock cities," cities which exemplified
their age and in which its central themes were most vivid-
ly displayed. Just as Manchester symbolized the English
industrial revolution for Engels, and Los Angeles symbol-
ized the suburbanized automobile culture of the 1940's
and 1950's, Detroit, Chicago, Cleveland, and Pittsburgh
were prototypes of American industrial maturation in the

late 1800's and early 1900'5.4 If class conflict was to

emerge from American industrialization, these should have
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been the places. The 1877 railroad strike assumed near
insurrectionary qualities in Chicago, St. Louis, and
especially Pittsburgh. Socialists were elected to state
and local offices in Chicago, St. Louis, Milwaukee, and
Detroit between 1877 and 1880. The national eight hour
strike of May, 1886, culminated in Chicago, where it had
been most successful, in the Haymarket bombing. Workers
battled Pinkertons and troops at Homestead, just outside
of Pittsburgh in 1892, and the second great railrcad
strike was centered in Chicago once again in 1894. Yet
by 1900 none of these cities had a socialist or other
class conscious labor movement that commanded the alle-
giance of more than a small fraction of the city's
workers. Why not?° Detroit was smaller, less dynamic,
and more stable politically than Chicago or Pittsburgh,
but it was sufficiently representative of the other major
midwestern industrial cities that an answer to this ques-
tion for Detroit should provide some clues to what hap-

pened elsewhere.

II. Industrial Diversification and Demographic Change

In 1880, Detroit was a rapidly growing but still
medium sized industrial city. Chicago and Cleveland,
Detroit's chief lake port rivals, had superceded it in

Great Lakes trade and transportation. Yet, spurred by
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new industries, Detroit's population more than tripled
between 1870 and 1900. Detroit climbed from eighteenth
in population among the nation's cities to thirteenth
(see Appendix 1, Table 1).6

Beginning immediately after the Civil War, a host
of new manufacturing firms opened in Detroit. Pingree
and Smith started a shoe factory with eight employees in
1866. By 1890, they employed 700 workers, and were the
largest shoe manufacturers west of New York City. Parke
Davis, one cf the giants of today's pharmaceutical indus-
try, began production in Detroit in 1867. The Detroit
Safe Company was established in 1865, the Michigan Stove
Company ian 1871, the Russel Wheel Company in 1876, the
Globe Tobacco Company in 1880, and the Peninsular Stove
Company in 1882.7

The pace of industrialization in Detroit increased
during the 1880's. The value of industrial production
more than doubled between 1880 and 1885 as the total
reached $64.4 million. By 1890, the figure was $77.4
million. 1Industrial production had risen 156.3 percent
during the decade, more than twice as much as population
(see Appendix 1, Table 2).%

Industrial growth was rapid and diversified. A
wide range of extractive and processing industries like
smelting, wood products, and leather remained as a heri-

tage of the city's earlier role as marketer for the
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Michigan wilderness. These processors were slowly being
overtaken by newcomers in both consumer products and
heavy manufacturing, but no single industry dominated the
city's economy. Railroad car construction emerged as the
largest single industry in the 1880's, but in 1890 it
still only represented 13.3 percent of total industrial
production. In the decade of the‘1880's, manufacturing
of tobacco products, stoves, and shoes also grew rapidly
(see Appendix 1, Table 3).9

Industry was diversified not only in products but
also in size of firms, type of organization, and level of
mechanization. The railroad car shops were all giant
enterprises. The largest, the Peninsular Car Company,
employed 1350 people in 1890. It merged with the Michigan
Car Company and Detroit Car Wheel Company in 1892 to form
the Michigan-Peninsular Car Company under the management
of the McMillan family, the millionaire kingpins of the
state's Republican Party. The continued growth of the
railroad car industry in the 1890's, with employment
reaching 9000 by 1898, provided the economic base for
automobile production in the next decade.l?

In contrast to the overwhelming size of the car
shops, foundry and machine shops ranged from the equally
mammoth Michigan Stove Works employing 1500 in 1890 to a
tiny cooperative foundry with 15 workers. Similarly, in

tobacco processing, there were nationally recognized
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corporations and small partnerships. Chewing tobacco, the
most important product of the local industry, was manufac-
tured by five large companies. Cigars were made by nearly
150 companies. The Detroit Cigar Company was the largest
with 150 employees. Two-thirds of the other cigar fac-
tories were buckeye shops--small shops in which the owner,
a skilled hand roller, worked along with a stripper and
perhaps one or two others. 1In 1890, the boot and shoe
industry included Pingree and Smith's highly mechanized
operation as well as 119 custom boot and shoce shops
which, together, employed only 216.11

Despite industrialization, in the early 1880's the
city still exhibited some of the characteristics of a
smaller commercial town. The city's land area was only
sixteen square miles.l2 From the commercial and indus-
trial center along the Detroit River the walk up Woodward
Avenue (the main thoroughfare) to the city limits was
only 3.5 miles. As one moved northward on Woodward Avenue
approaching the city limits, increasingly large areas

were still vacant.13

Most of the city was made up of
single family houses. The 1880 census recorded 23,290
families living in 20,493 dwellings. Census statistics
indicate the absence of the excessive crowding of other
American cities. The Detroit average of 5.68 persons per
dwelling, one of the lowest rates for a major city in the

country, contrasted with 9.11 per dwelling in Cincinnati,
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11.5 in Hoboken, and 16.37 in New York City.l?

A recently
conducted study of land use patterns in the 1880's found
a maximum population density of eighty people per acre
compared to 900 people per acre in New York's Lower East
Side in 1900.15 Extension of street car lines made it
practical for workers to commute some distance and stimu-
lated real estate promoters to undertake widespread
housing development on the outskirts of the city. The
dispersal of population helped to maintain the city's
clean and attractive appearance.

But during the 1880's and 1890's industrialization
steadily altered Detroit, physically and socially. 1In
1880 Detroit was already a city of immigrants and their
children; it was becoming a city of industrial workers.
As it did so, it increasingly exhibited problems asso-
ciated with larger urban centers: poverty and mass unem-
ployment, and class division. 1In 1890, census investiga-
tors found rates of infant mortality three times higher
in the working class Third Ward than in the wealthier
Second Ward. Widespread poverty forced the city to main-
tain an extensive welfare system. In 1877, 5000 people
received public assistance. City welfare programs were
augmented by private and religious institutions. The
Detroit Association of Charities, formed to "repress
street begging and to better the conditions of the honest

and deserving poor," considered 2236 cases in 1883.16
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Periods of mass unemployment completely overtaxed
the resources of both public welfare and private chari-
ties. Unemployment was a continual problem for seasonal
occupations like the building trades, but during economic
recessions, nearly all workers faced the threat. 1In
1894, for example, when the railroad car shops laid off
their entire workforce, the unemployment rate in the city
probably reached at least thirty percent. Mayor Hazen
Pingree's response to the 1894 unemployment crisis, a
program of worker cultivated potato patches on vacant
lots, added immensely to his political popularity but did
not prove to be an adequate substitute for lost wages or
exhausted welfare budgets.17

These changes in the city--its growth, industriali-
zation, and social divisions--were reflected in changes
in the size and composition of the workforce. Between
1880 and 1890 the size of the workforce doubled, and the
number of people employed in industry more than tripled.
The class composition of the workforce is one indicator
of the demographic and social effects of industrialization.
Detroit was already a predominantly working class city in
1880. This predominance continued in the 1880's as the
percentage of workers had increased slightly by 1890
(see Appendix 1, Table 4).18 Employment of women and
children increased even faster than the size of the

workforce (see Appendix 1, Table 5), another indicator



18

of the character of social change.19 Between 1880 and
1890, the number of women employed increased 113.5 percent.
Child labor increased at least as fast although inadeguate
methods of record keeping make it impossible to determine
exactly how fast. The Director of the State Bureau of
Labor Statistics, a generally cautious observer, estimated
in 1885 that child labor in Detroit had increased 1000
percent in manufacturing since 1870 and more than 2000
percent in trade and transportation.20

This increase in female and child labor was one
indicator of growing social division. An overwhelming
majority of the women and children worked in the most
menial occupations at the lowest possible wage levels.
In 1880, 83.4 percent of the female workforce was em-
ployed in working class (that is, manual labor of all
kinds) occupations. Children were primarily employed as
factory hands and domestics.?!

The increasing rate at which women were hired
meant not only that more women were working but also that
an increasing proportion of the workforce was female.
Women made up 20.4 percent of the workforce in 1880,
21.5 percent in 1890. Employment trends in this growing
female labor force corresponded to those of the entire
workforce. Working wcmen were overwhelmingly working

class, and althoughk the percentage of women employed in

working class occupations declined slightly during the
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1880's, it still remained over 80 percent in 1890 (see
Appendix 1, Table 6).22 The small decline (if it is not
merely the result of methodological problems such as
differences in the methods of reporting between the two
censuses) was less significant than the decline in the
independent and professional categories and growth of the
white collar class. Both of these trends were even more
marked among women than among men. While business and
professional women comprised 11.0 percent of the working
women in 1880, they made up only 6.4 percent in 1890.
The decrease would have been even greater except for the
sharp rise in the number of women school teachers: 95.6
percent of female professionals in 1880 and 100.0 percent
in 1890. The five fold increase in the number of female
white collar workers between 1880 and 1890 was the most
dramatic change in employment patterns. While only 10.2
percent of the clerks, copyists, and salespeople were
women in 1880, by 1890, 21.4 percent were women. Togeth-
er, white and blue collar occupations increased while
middle class occupations decreased for women.23
Most working women were young and unmarried. About
two-thirds of the Detroit women surveyed by the State
Bureau of Labor Statistics (n=551l) in 1892 had begun work
between the ages of 14 and 16 (see Appendix 1, Table 7).

Over 87 percent of the women were 25 or under at the time

of the survey (see Appendix 1, Table 8). The 1890 census
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found a higher percentage of older working women: 37.0
percent of the workforce was then 25 or over. Ninety-
five percent of the women workers interviewed in 1892
were single, while 92.5 percent of women workers inter-
viewed by the Bureau had been single in 1886. Again the
census results were slightly different: 85.2 percent of
the female workforce in the 1890 census was single.
Whether married women chose not to work outside the home
or such work was unavailable is unclear, but these surveys
probably underestimate the number of women who performed
additional labor in the home besides their housework such
as taking in laundry or sewing, gathering wood or paper
off the streets for heating their homes in winter, or
taking in boarders. Married women, and older women, cer-
tainly worked very hard, but most of the labor they per-

formed did not earn wages.24

III. Work, Wages, and Status

The social divisions in the city were most clearly
reflected in the differences between the kinds of work
people did and the resulting differences in life style
and status whiéh different occupations made possible.
Work was the central fact of most people's lives. It
consumed at least half the waking hours of most adults,
and it set the structure of life for most of their non-

working hours. The standard work week was six ten-hour
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days, but many trades worked substantially longer hours.
The kind of work a person did, more than anything else,
determined what his life was like.23

Business owners, professionals, or white collar
wage earners worked more reqularly, consumed more, and
were more highly regarded by the rest of the community
than almost any worker. There were exceptions, of course.
The corner grocery or cigar store were often marginal
businesses run by former workers who reentered their old
trades when their businesses failed. The boarding house
keeper may have been the wife or widow of a factory
worker. The average store clerk made only three-quarters
as much as a brick layer. Yet workers and non-workers
both recognized a fundamental gap between manual and
non-manual labor. Comparisons of the most well paid
workers and lowest categories of business or white collar
employment might make it appear that the gap was purely
subjective. It was not.

Wage patterns are one indicater of this gap. There
was some overlap between the lower paid white collar and
managerial workers and the highest paid skilled manual
laborers, but most workers earned substantially less than
most people in other classes. In 1884, the lowest re-
ported wage among managers, superintendents, and travel-
ing salesmen was $50 per month (n=8l1), equivalent to

$1.92 per day. Among more than 8000 Detroit workers
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(n=8611) interviewed in the same year only 20.8 percent
earned over $1.95 per day; i.e., as much as the lowest
paid manager or salesman. Sixty percent of the clerks
(60.1 percent; n=69l1) earned $50 a month or more; only
2.6 percent of the unskilled laborers (n=3268) made over
$1.90 per day.26

Other indications of life style substéntiate the
impressions given by wage data. Only 6.7 percent of the
workers canvassed in 1884 owned a musical instrument,
but 39.5 percent of the commercial agents (30 of 76) digd,
and 18.1 percent of the clerks (133 of 734) did. Employ-
ment of domestic servants was an even better indication
of relative status. Less than one percent of the working
class families had a servant in 1884. 1In 1890, there
were over 7000 servants in Detroit. The mean family size
was 4.88. Given our earlier data on population and number
of people in each class (Appendix 1, Tables 1 and 4),
there must have been about 11,000 non-working class fami-
lies in Detroit in 1890. Some wealthy families undoubted-
ly had several servants, but it would appear from the
data that a majority, or close to it, of non-working
class families had a domestic. In the 1884 survey, the
two major non-working class occupations, agents and
clerks, accounted for less than eight percent of the
respondents but half of those who had servants .2’

The gap between skilled craftsmen and unskilled
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laborers represented a division among workers that was
nearly as significant as the separation between workers
and other classes. Skilled workers were artisans;
their trades bore some of the characteristics of a pro-
fession: 1limited numbers, years of training and experi-
ence, specialized knowledge common only to craft members,
ability to perform necessary tasks that could not be
done as easily or as well by someone else. Unskilled
laborers were ditchdiggers or factory hands or servants.
Anyone could learn to do their jobs in a few hours or at
most a few days, perhaps not quite as well as someone
with experience but well enough. Laborers averaged
wages of $1.33 a day in 1884. Many crafts averaged
nearly twice as much: bricklayers earned an average of
$3.06; machinists, $2.24; printers, $2.23; iron pud-
dlers, $3.21; carpenters, $l.97.28

The meaning of these wage averages becomes clearer
when they are compared to some estimates of basic budget
requirements. Based on a study conducted in New York
City in 1907 which estimated the minimum daily cost for
an adequate diet for a typical working class family of
five and allowing for changes in the cost of living
between the 1880's and the early 1900's, the cost of a
daily family subsistence diet in the 1880's can be esti-
mated at about 59¢. At an average income of $1.33 per

day, a minimally healthy diet would consume 44 percent
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of the laborer's earnings. The average monthly rent of
Detroit workers interviewed in 1892 was $8.91, 29.7¢ on
a daily basis. The laborer's wage was clearly very close
to a bare minimum for a normal size family and quite in-
adequate if it was the sole income for a large fami.'Ly.z9
Skilled workers' incomes were more comfortably
above subsistence, but still without much surplus for
savings. In the 1893 State Bureau of Labor Statistics
survey of the building trades and car shops, a sample
which included a disproportionately high percentage of
highly paid occupations, only 24.9 percent of the workers
reported savings or cash reserves of any kind, and the
average amount reported by the minority with savings was
only $151.37. In a much larger 1884 survey of Wayne
County workers, only 6.5 percent reported a savings
account, while in 1886, the percentage of 5.2 percent.3°
The proportion of skilled to unskilled workers is
difficult to assess accurately. The total of agricul-
tural laborers, laborers, domestic servants, and factory
operatives in the 1880 census was 8,697, or 33.7 percent
of the total identified as working class (Appendix 1,
Table 4). While some of the factory operatives and many
of the domestics were certainly semi-skilled, they would
not have been considered artisans; they served no
apprenticeship and were easily replaced, even if with

some loss in productivity or efficiency. Certainly some
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of those listed under such industries as shoemaking,
cigar making, iron and steel workers, or railroad employ-
ees were also people who, although they might possess con-
siderable experience and proficiency at their tasks, had
no trade. The number of legitimate artisans was probably
much less than half of the total number in all working
class occupations. Perhaps a third of the working class
was unskilled, and another third represented the gray
area of semi-skilled in between.3!
The relative frequency of different wage rates
within the working class (see Appendix 1, Table 9) con-
firms these impressions of the proportions of unskilledqd,
semi-skilled, and skilled. A majority (51.4 percent)
earned $1.50 per day or less. A percentage of 20.8
earned over $2.00, and only 2.8 percent made more than
$3.00. The average daily wage for all workers was $1.60
in 1885 and $1.55 in 1897. The rough dividing line
between skilled and both semi-skilled and unskilled was
somewhere between $1.75 and $2.00 per day. Only seven
categories of skilled workers, out of more than seventy
in the 1884 survey, averaged less than $1.75 per day.32
As might be expected, women and children earned
far less than these averages. That was why they were
hired. The mean wage of all female workers in an 1892

Detroit survey was $4.65 per week, and the highest

reported wage among the more than 6000 women surveyed
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was $1.66 2/3 per day; i.e., $10.00 per week. As piti-
fully low as it is, the average is deceiving because it
was brought up by the few higher paid workers. An 1884
State Bureau of Labor Statistics survey of Detroit domes-
tics (the largest female occupation, comprising 42.5 per-
cent of the 1880 Detroit female workforce), found that
82.2 percent made $3.00 per week or less. Women's wages
in manufacturing were somewhat higher, an average of 82¢
per day in all Michigan factories in 1886, but many fac-
tories paid well below the average. The employees of one
Detroit candy factory were paid between 59 and 69¢ per
day in 1892, while the women working in a large box fac-
tory earned a yearly average of $144.27, or less than
$3.00 per week. The 692 women working in the various
cigar and tobacco factories reported higher than average
wages: 95¢ per day. Skilled hand rollers working at
piece rates averaged $1.52 per day. The Bureau of Labor
Statistics investigator attributed the relatively high
wages of women tobacco workers and women shoe makers to
the efforts of strong unions in those industries.33
These wages were the sole source of support for most
working women. In addition to the large proportion of
single women, there were many who were widowed, divorced,
or separated. Only 3.7 percent of the women in the 1892
survey of Detroit's women workers reported any source of

income other than their own wages.34
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Children's wages were even lower than those of
adult women: an average of $3.30 per week for boys under
seventeen and $2.62 for girls in 1885. Most worked in
factories as cheap substitutes for adult workers. A
handful were clerks and 36.9 percent of the seven to
fourteen year old girls employed worked as household ser-
vants, but 69.3 percent of the boys and 57.5 percent of
the girls were employed as factory hands. The list of
specific occupations they performed reads like a catalogue
of Detroit industry. Apologists often claimed the child-
ren worked in factories to support their poor widowed
mothers. The myth is dispelled by the statistics. Only
10.2 percent of the male children employed between the
ages of ten and seventeen inclusive reported deceased
fathers. Most simply came from poor families who needed
extra income: 68.9 percent of the fathers were labor-
ers.35

All of the wage data must be examined with an
awareness that annual income did not necessarily corres-
pond to what would be expected from daily wage rates.
Lost time resulting from illness, temporary layoffs, or
unemployment drastically reduced many workers' incomes.
The railroad car shop laborers, for example, were paid
an average of $7.16 per week in 1892, but the factories
closed down for several months, and they only worked an

average of 36.5 weeks. Their actual average weekly



28

income on an annual basis was almost thirty percent less
than their weekly wage.36

This was not an exceptional case. In 1890, a
prosperous year for most local industries, 18.0 percent
of the male working class was unemployed for one month
or more while 58 percent of the nearly 4000 men inter-
viewed in the Detroit metal trades industries reported
some lost time. The average number of weeks worked dur-
ing the year by the metal workers was 45.4. 1In 1896, a
depression year, 8l percent of the workers questioned
reported some lost time--an average of 58 days. Some
occupations were seasonally laid off regardless of eco-
nomic conditions. Carpenters, for example, averaged
54.22 days lost time in 1885.37

Unemployment reduced incomes, and it introduced
an element of uncertainty into workers' lives. Even
the most highly paid artisan faced starvation after only
a few weeks of illness or unemployment. Sick leave or
government unemployment benefits were almost unknown.
Unable to save money to get themselves through such
unforseen disasters, workers relied on union and fra-
ternal insurance programs. Benefits were not really
adequate--the printers' $5 per week sick benefits were
less than forty percent of the minimum union wage scale

--but these programs were the only form of social insur-

ance available to workers (other than municipal welfare/
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relief). Typical payments included death benefits of
$100-$300 and some provision for accident or sickness
(average weekly benefits reported in 1890 were $6.55).
Unemployment benefits were more uncommon. In 1890, 29
percent of the workers surveyed by the State Bureau of
Labor Statistics belonged to benefit societies. In 1897,
one third (34.3 percent) belong to fraternal organiza-
tions, most of which had benefit programs.38
A sense of the differences in the standards of
living of various classes can be gathered from sample
budgets prepared by families in 1892 upon the request of
the State Bureau of Labor Statistics which showed a
breakdown of their expenditures. A few dozen families
participated; thus these examples may not be fully re-
presentative, but they do nevertheless provide some
insight into what working class families bought and how
much they could buy at various levels of income. The
Director, Henry Robinson, summarized the findings in a
table estimating the percentage of income spent on
various categories at two income levels (see Appendix 1,
Table 10). As income increased, the expenditures on
clothing, rent, and sundries increased, while the rela-
tive percentage (not the actual amount) spent on food
declined. We can understand the meaning of these trends
by examining several sample budgets in detail.39d

Unfortunately, the data provides insufficient
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opportunity to study the differences in life style
between skilled and unskilled workers. The only un-
skilled Detroit laborer included earned $9.00 per week
from wages, about a dollar higher than the average
laborer, and reported an unidentified additional source
of income. Yet his totals of monthly earnings reveal a
pattern of only intermittent employment: $27.00 in
November, 1891; $44.60 in December, and $15.25 in Janu-
ary, 1892, For the three months in which he keot records,
he recorded a total excess of expenditures over earnings
of §10.59. After three months he abandoned the task,
apologizing to the bureau and noting "the wage earner is
little or nothing ahead of bare necessities oﬁ life.. .he
cannot in many cases get comfortable clothing for himself
and family."4°

His November budget confirms these remarks. While
his family ate tolerably well, and was adequately housed
judging from the $11.00 monthly rent, there was practi-
cally no surplus for clothing, household goods, or amuse-
ments. Meat averaged ten cents a pound; the family con-
sumed about a half pound of meat per day divided among
three people and about half a loaf of bread per day.
They spent 67¢ for milk in November, at 5¢ per quart.
Expenditures for clothing, dry goods, and sundries
totalled $1.78 for the month. A pair of shoes, reported-

ly purchased sometime in the three month period, cost
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$3.00. The only sizeable expenses on non-necessities
were 80¢ for tobacco, and $4.40 for furniture. The
family reported the net cost of all their household
possessions, jewelry, etc., at $440.90, a modestly high
figure for a laborer.41
A Detroit carpenter who reported daily wages of
$2.10, when he worked a full day, seems to have been
little better off. 1In July, 1892, when he was fully em-
ployed at highest wages, he was able to buy a new pair
of boots and to spend $2.75 on clothing and $2.25 on
amusements for his family of three. They bought $1.82
worth of meat (probably about eighteen pounds) for the
month, $3.07 worth of fruits and vegetables, as well as
ample quantities of bread, butter, sugar, tea, and
coffee. But he had earned $52.50 that month, nearly
$8.00 more than his average monthly earnings of $44.53,
with only 64¢ fuel and light costs compared to the $4 or
$5 typical of other families for the winter months. His
household effects were valued at only $229.75.42
The contrast between the standard of living of
these working class families and that of an accountant
in a Detroit bank graphically illustrates the social
distance between workers and professionals or white
collar workers. The accountant supported his wife and

mother on his salary of $800 per year and outside income

of $250. He was able to spend a monthly average of
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$79.49, or nearly double what the carpenter spent for the
same size family, and still have $24.80 left over after
ten months. The family spent over $5 on meat, poultry,
and fish in a typical month, and although they bought
more expensive cuts (fifteen cents a pound), they were
able to afford more than a pound of meat per day. The
accountant apparently ate his lunches in a restaurant,
as he budgeted $3.95 for that purpose, an unthinkable
luxury for most workers. Likewise, a $2.25 expenditure
on carfare was substantially higher than that of any of
the working class families. The list of household goods
revealed a standard inventory of Victorian furnishings,
including silver, jewelry, musical instruments ($350),
onyx, brass, clocks, and pictures with a total value of
$1,225.43

We can gain some further appreciation of the dif-
ferences in living standards between classes and occupa-
tions from statistics on dwelling size. The average
number of rooms per family varied with occupation (see
Appendix 1, Table 11). The families of white collar
wage earners such as agents and clerks occupied an aver-
age of over six rooms, while the laborers averaged 3.24
rooms per family, or roughly half the space. The average
for families of seven categories of artisans (black-
smiths, carpenters, machinists, molders, printers, shoe-

makers, and tailors) was 4.80 rooms, or about mid-way
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between the laborers and white collar workers.“

Death rates in various wards of the city also pro-
vide an indication of differences in living standards.
While the character of most wards in the city was mixed,
there was a clear contrast bhetween the solidly working
class Third Ward and the Second Ward which was dominated
by the fashionable residential neighborhoods along Wood-
ward Avenue. The death rate in the Third Ward (see Appen-
dix 1, Table 12), the highest in the city, was nearly three
times that of the Second, as was the mortality rate of
children under five, an even clearer measure of relative
deprivation. While the statistics reveal 2,162 deaths of
children five or under in Detroit in 1890, if the infant
mortality rate of the Second Ward had prevailed throughout
" the city, only 1,180 children would have died. The working
class budgets in the Labor Bureau Survey allowed little for
medical attention. If we can assume that, witﬁ proper
nourishment and medical care, the same proportion of child-
ren would survive in any large sample of the population,
then we must conclude that nearly one thousand children
died unnecessarily in Detroit in 1890, the hidden toll of
a class system.‘s

Unfortunately, we have no Middletown or Homestead

for nineteenth century Detroit, no contemporary socio-
logical study which could really give the full flavor of

the differences in living patterns between various levels
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of society, but from the meagre samples we have pre-
sented the trends are clear. In good times, most people
had enough to eat as long as employment was regular, but
the laborer, who was always subject to irregular employ-
ment, could never be sure that he would be able to feed
his family. Even when work was available, minimum sub-
sistence was all that the unskilled worker could expect,
and if the family was large, even that demanded that
family income be supplemented by putting the children to
work. Nearly 55 percent of the school age children in
the working class Third Ward were not attending school in
1884. Although only 23.7 percent of them were actually
reported as working, we can surmise, along with the
Labor Bureau's investigators, that many of the rest not
in school were also workinq.46

The skilled artisan's family, in contrast to the
laborer's, lived comfortably, with even a little bit of
extra money beyond the bare necessities. But even the
highly skilled had no job security, while major trades
such as carpenters had to allow for routine winter lay-
offs. The unemployed artisan still had no extra re-
sources to cope with long emergencies--the differences
in consumption between the artisan and laborer evaporated
in bad times.

The family of a professional or upper level white

collar employee lived better than the artisan's family
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did even at peak times. And althouch most had no
familiarity with the vagaries of employment so common

to all working class families, insurance and regular
savings, routine items in middle class budgets, provided

a firm cushion for unforseen problems.

IV. Would Inequality Lead to Class Consciousness?

Intellectual observers and social commentators
were troubled by the growing problems of the city, the
coexistence of wealth and poverty, the increasing fear
of social unrest, the failure of industrial progress to
create genuine well being. After describing the "“want,
destitution, poverty, and squallidity" he had seen among
many of the more than 10,000 Detroit workers who had
been interviewed by his agency during preparation of his
1884 report, John W. McGrath, Director of the State
Bureau of Labor Statistics, asked "Have we not mistaken
the growth of and concentration of wealth in our cities
and manufacturing centers for national prosperity?“47

Great wealth had been created in Detroit, but it
was concentrated in few hands. The city's tax roles
were one indication of the unequal distribution of
wealth. Many forms of wealth were not subject to local
taxes: bank deposits, railroad properties, and all

forms of property owned by city residents but not in
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the city such as timber lands, mining stocks, and
municipal bonds from other cities. The size of these
untaxed forms of wealth was considerable. Bank deposits
alone amounted to fifteen or twenty million dollars,
according to McGrath. Working class spokesmen complained
that the property of the wealthy was regularly under-
assessed. Tax assessment thus greatly underestimates
the actual concentration of wealth. Yet in 1883, 802 of
Detroit's 125,000 residents owned 52.4 percent of the
$105 million of assessed property.48 "What...is the
cause of wretchedness...unrest...strikes...antagonism
between laborers and capitalists?" McGrath had asked.
His examination of Detroit's tax records provided part
of the answer. "What is the remedy?" he continued. 49

Labor radicals of the 1880's argued that the
remedy was united organization of workers as a class in
order to change the industrial system. They often
disagreed among themselves over exactly what changes
were to be made or how exactly to go about getting
people to make changes, but they agreed that collective
action of workers for themselves was essential. But
unity could only come from a sense of common position,
common plight; i.e., class consciousness.

As the evidence shows, Detroit workers had some
things in common with one another, and clear differences

between their own lifestyles and those of the business
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and white collar classes. A typical Detroit worker of
the 1880's worked a sixty hour week at manual labor for
about $10. The work was tiring and left little time or
energy for much else except on days off. Regular wages
were usually sufficient for basic physical needs for an
average family of five--food, clothing, shelter--in a
minimum style, but typical wages left little surplus for
amusement or savings. Without savings, there was little
to fall back on if someone became seriously ill or the
primary wage earner was laid off. Layoffs and unemploy-
ment were common enough that most working class families
faced poverty periodically. In bad times the differences
between skilled and unskilled could evaporate quickly.
The worker's family lived in a small frame house, prob-
ably near their church. These homes contained basic
utilitarian furniture; about half the homes had sewing
machines, hardly any had musical instruments. About
two-fifths of the working class families were buying
their homes, and slightly more than three-fifths rented.>?
These things most workers had in common with each
other. But in many other crucial respects, workers were
different from each other: background, nationality,
experience with an urban-industrial environment, skill,
attitudes, ambitions, religion. While they faced cer-
tain common problems, cutgrowths of the transformation

process the city was undergoing, their perceptions of
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the meaning and importance of these problems were fil-
tered through these different cultural and social
visions. Different perceptions could mean very different

responses.
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Chapter 2
BARRIERS TO CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS:

CULTURAL AND ECONOMIC FRAGMENTATION

I. Class Consciousness and Perception

Potentially there was an objective basis for class
division in Detroit in the 1880's: inequality in income
distribution and property ownership, corresponding dif-
ferences in life styles and life possibilities. But class
consciousness is a subjective phenomenon. Differences in
status and experience do not make people class conscious
until they perceive the differences and act on them, and
such perception is not automatic.l

Perception begins with personal experiences which
are specific and individual: a particular job, a particu-
lar boss, a particular problem. No matter how much they
have in common, each individual's experiences vary slight-

ly from the next; no job is exactly like another; each
| boss has a unique personality. Class consciousness, how-
ever, is an abstraction from experience which assumes
that most individual differences are less important than
the patterns of relationships among them. Workers and

46
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bosses, for example, are viewed as categories of experience
so that conflicts between them are based primarily on the
antagonism between the categories and not on clashes of
personality or interest between the particular individuals
involved. Abstraction involves a jump from immediate per-
ception, a series of judgments which ultimately transcend
personal experience: a category includes people you have
never met but whom you assume to be like others you have
encountered. This transcendant gquality is what makes the
abstraction most useful; it provides a basis for predict-
ing the probable consequences of a wide variety of actionms.
But it also explains why class consciousness is such an
elusive phenomenon. 1In order for a group of people to be-
come class conscious, they must reach collective agreement
although each individual's personal experience is both
slightly different from everyone else's and not completely
adequate for the final conclusion.

Under what circumstances might this collective
agreement have taken place in Detroit? Clearly the more
alike workers' experiences, the more likely minor varia-
tions would seem irrelevant, but even common experiences
might not produce identical reactions. People often draw
different conclusions from the same evidence. Moreover,
thought processes are learned. People from the same cul-
ture tend to approach problems from a common perspective

--people from different cultures do not. If Detrcit
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workers were to reach the same conclusions about their
situations, two conditions were necessary: both the evi-
dence on which they based conclusions and the way they
thought about the evidence had to be similar. Neither
condition was met in Detroit in the 1880's: the dispari-
ties between different groups of workers were considerable
and people in similar positions came from varied back-

grounds which gave different meanings to their experiences.2

II. Geographic and Occupational Mobility

In order to recognize the differences among Detroit's
workers, to understand what kinds of people they were and
how and why they reacted differently, it is first necessary
to see who they had been. Where did they come from? What
was their previous experience with industrial life? Were
they grandchildren of factory workers, or were they pea-
sants who had migrated not only from another country but
from another century? What kind of culture did they bring
with them to the city? How much of that culture did they
try to maintain? How similar and how different were vari-
ous newcomers from each other and from those who were
already there?

Most workers came from somewhere outside of Detroit.
In 1880, 39.2 percent of the population was foreign born,

a proportion which held steady during the rapid growth of

the 1880's. But even more striking was the fact that by
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1890, 77.2 percent of the population came from families
in which one or both parents were foreign born. More than
three-quarters of Detroit's people were immigrants or the
children of immigrants.3 Yet even these statistics actu-
ally understate the role of immigration in the formation
of the workforce or a potential working class. Over half
the workforce and nearly 60 percent of the manual workers
were immigrants (see Appendix 1, Tables 13 and 14).4
Native born workers also came from outside Detroit.
About two-fifths of the native born in the 1884 State
Bureau of Labor Statistics survey of Detroit workers were
born outside Michigan. No data was given on the birth-
place of those born in Michigan, but if the Detroit vat-
tern follows that of other cities, a large percentage were
born in cities, towns, and rural areas outside Detroit.
Biographical information on local labor leaders confirms
this expectation in individual cases.’
Not only had most workers been born outside of
Detroit, but more importantly, a sizeable proportion had
arrived only recently. About one-fifth of those born
outside Michigan (native and foreign combined, n=8843;
see Appendix 1, Table 15) had been in Michigan less than
two years in 1884; 41.9 percent had been in the state
less than ten years.6 A substantial number of workers
were also transients. In a recent mobility study of

Irish, German, and native males between 20 and 60 years
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of age living in Detroit in 1880, only 57 percent of the
sample could be located in the city ten years later.7

Thus the city's workforce had a fluid and rotating
character. People were constantly coming and going in
large numbers. This movement must have had a continual
destabilizing effect on working class neighborhoods.

Even if other conditions had been favorable to the devel-
opment of class consciousness, this instability would have
interfered. Each new face would necessitate a renewal of
the process of collective judgment which would be firmly
established in a more fixed community. Solidarity and
collective action are based on mutual trust and group
pressure, both of which must devend on time and closeness
of association for part of their force. Moreover, al-
though we cannot determine exactly why people move about,
the very motion lends itself to speculation about the
mentality of transients--must not such people have viewed
strong personal commitments as unnecessary or even unde-
sirable?

This sense of rootlessness is further substantiated
by evidence of frequent job switching. More than one-
quarter of the Detroit workers questioned by the State
Bureau of Labor Statistics in 1884 (n=7509; see Appendix
1, Table 16) had been working at their current occupations
for two years or less. Only 37.1 percent had been working

at their occupations for more than ten years. In a
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similar survey conducted in Detroit and several other
Michigan cities two years later, one-third of those re-
sponding (n=508) had been working for their present em-
ployer less than a year. Nearly two-thirds (63.8 percent)
had engaged in more than "one branch or class of wor?
since 21 years of age," and those who had switched occupa-

tions had done so an average of 3.3 times.8

III. Ethnicity

The impact of a rotating workforce with high geo-
graphic and occupational mobility on attitudes towards
class was increased by the city's cultural diversity.
Not only were workers meeting new people, adjusting to
new jobs, but they were also encountering new languages,
religious beliefs, customs, social attitudes different
from their own. Conversely, many urban historians have
argued the tensions and frictions of this process of
mutual adjustment increased the desire to maintain one's
own culture and values. Thus, mobility and ethnicity
reinforced each other.?

It is probably for this reason that ethnicity be-
came such a major force in cities like Detroit. The pat-
terns of ethnic organization indicate the role ethnic

identification and solidarity played in individual adjust-

ments as well as the strong attachment to ethnic cultural
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values. Formal and informal modes of assistance to new-
comers were organized along ethnic lines. The degree of
culture shock and the need for assimilation were reduced
when one worked in a factory run by countrymen who did not
expect workers to learn a new language, when oned lived in
an ethnic neighborhood, went to church which held services
in the native language, or sent one's children to a school
staffed by people of one's own culture. If jobs were hard
to find, the ethnic loyalty of a countryman might help
give a worker an edge. Ethnic solidarity also provided a
means of access to political power that was otherwise
denied to workers and poor people.

At the same time, intense ethnicity served as a
strong barrier to class consciousness. If one identified

with other people primarily on the basis of language,

' religion, and culture rather than common socio-economic
status then the very differences which a class structured
model of society assumed to be irrelevant were in fact
the most important emotional symbols, the very basis for
determining whom to trust and whom to avoid. Ethnic con-
sciousness could lead to the very opposite conclusion of
class consciousness, if the Polishness of a Polish em-
ployer, for example, seemed more important to a Polish
laborer than the owner's property or the Irishness of an
Irish worker seemed more obvious than the fact that they

were both workers.
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Ethnicity prevented the development of class con-
sciousness in another way, by providing an alternative
basis for group action by those who were discontented.

It took the place of class and in effect, served as a
proxy for it. Ethnic consciousness involved the same
sort of "we-they" abstraction, the conceptualization of
social reality in categories, as class consciousness,

but the "they," the oppressor, was in this case other
ethnic groups rather than employers, the rich, or the
bourgeoisie. Ethnic institutions served many of the same
social functions as class institutions--they substituted
for class and thereby made class practically and psycho-
logically unnecessary. In some cases, especially where
an ethnic group was overwhelmingly working class and had
cultural traditions which included class consciousness in
the o0ld country, the non-class character of ethnic poli-
tical consciousness was partially obscured. The Germans
in Detroit were the best example. Detroit German com-
munities were sympathetic to unions and often to radical
social ideas as well, but German socialists and trade
unionists, despite professions of class solidarity,
rarely intermingled with non-German comrades. Non-German
labor activists viewed the Germans as exasperatingly self-
centered and uncooperative.

More than anything else, the variety, strength, and

importance of ethnicity is central to understanding the
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barriers to class among Detroit workers. 1In 1880, 63
percent of London's pooulation had been born in London;
most of the rest had at least some common cultural heritage.
Ninety-four percent had been born in England and Wales, 98
percent in Great Britain and Ireland. The contrast with
Detroit could hardly be more striking nor could its impor-
tance be overstated.l’

The most important ethnic groups in Detroit in
1880 (in order of size) were native whites, Germans,
Canadians, Irish, British (including Welsh and Scottish),
Poles, and native Blacks. The relative proportions of
each nationality in the total pooulation changed during
the 1880's, but not the basic ethnic groups. By 1890, the
Poles had become the second largest immigrant group, and
the British and Irish had switched places in the rankings.
Although other nationalities were present in large enough
numbers to maintain their own neighborhoods, churches, and
clubs (Bohemiams, Belgians, Scandinavians, Jews, and
Italians among others), no other nationality made up more
than 1 or 2 percent of the total population before the
mid-1890's (see Appendix 1, Table 17).11

There were important differences in culture and
experiences among Detroit's ethnic groups, and each
nationality was itself far from homogeneous. Nevertheless,
it is possible, at least in broad statistical terms, to

recognize similarities in how each nationality fared in
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Detroit. Most importantly, all of the immigrants and the
native blacks did decidedly worse in economic terms than
the native stock white Americans (i.e., native born with
native born parents). This is revealed, for example, by
comparing the class composition of each nationality with
that of the natives (see Appendix 1, Table 18). Less
than half (4l.4 percent) the native whites in the work-
force in 1890 had working class occupations. 1In contrast,
more than 70 percent of every immigrant group were workers;
the proportion of workers in each nationality varied from
70.1 percent of the British to 91.1 of the southern and
eastern Europeans and 93.9 percent of the blacks. Thus,
the differences between the various nationalities were
smaller than the differences between all of them and the
native whites. This pattern continued into the second
generation. More than two-thirds (68.6 percent) of the
children of immigrants, regardless of nationality, were
employed as workers--they were still closer to their
parents than to the native Americans. Those natives who
did become workers were also far more unlikely to be un-
skilled laborers. While 22.5 percent of the immigrants
were laborers, only 6.7 percent of the native whites
were .12

While native born workers also had problems adjust-
ing to urban-industrial life, they possessed a set of

cultural symbols, a language and an identification with
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the dominant culture. They were able to switch jobs more
easily than immigrants (see Appendix 1, Table 19),13 and
they participated in basic institutions like party politics
to a higher degree than immigrants. 1In 1884, 84.4 percent
of the American born workers in the State Bureau of Labor
Statistics survey were voters, compared to 38.3 percent of
the Polish born and 68.8 percent of the English born work-
ers.}4 a minority in an immigrant city, native stock
workers had a definite tendency to think of themselves as
embattled and beleaguered by immigrant hordes. "The
country is swarming with foreigners taking my labor away
from me," one man complained to the Labor Bureau investi-
gator in 1886. A woodworker expressed similar sentiments
the same year when he accused Germans and Canadians who
were "just over" and "speak no English" of working for

15 Such

"at least 50 cents per day less" than Americans.
sentiments increased in the following decade as the nati-
vist and anticatholic American Protective Association
flourished in Detroit in the early 1890's and became a

force in local politics. The Michigan Catholic echoed

some of the APA rhetoric as it joined the Detroit Trades
Council in its insistence that laws against alien non-
resident labor be more strictly enforced. An American
born brakeman expressed the idea more succinctly, if not
diplomatically, in 1894 when he urged that we "chase the

Dagos back to Italy."16
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This hostility from native Americans, as well as
the positive functions of ethnic institutions, helps to
explain ethnic residential patterns. The city was com-
posed of a patchwork of dozens of ethnic enclaves. Some
of the older and more well known ethnic neighborhoods had
distinctive names: Corktown, Dutchtown, Polocktown,
Little Berlin. Other neighborhoods were less clearly
ethnically identified but displayed a significant concen-
tration of a particular nationality. A study conducted
by Olivier Zunz which includes careful mapping of resi-
dences of more than two thousand Detroit families in 1880
reveals the extent of ethnic concentration. More than
two-thirds of the Polish families (70 percent) lived in the
Polish section of the East side; half (52 percent) of the
German families lived in the German east side corridor
which ran along Gratiot Avenue. The Irish were somewhat
less concentrated in a single area but 40 percent of the
Irish families lived in Corktown on the west side of the
city. This pattern of ethnic clustering among Germans,
Irish, and Poles held true at the block level as well, 17

The character of ethnic neighborhoods varied some-
what in size and composition. Some German and Polish
neighborhoods displayed class-occupational clustering as
well as ethnic concentration--neighborhoods of German
craftsmen or Polish laborers, for example--but generally,

ethnic neighborhoods included peocple of all social classes.
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Ethnic communities were capable of functioning as self-
contained units for recent immigrants or those who spoke
no English. Nearly half of Detroit's immigrants had been
in the United States less than three years in 1890 (46.4
percent), and more than a third (34.4 percent) spoke no
English. The Germans, for example, not only had their
own churches, saloons, businesses, and factories, but
also eight newspapers including three dailies, their own
labor unions, and their own city-wide labor federation,
the Central Labor Union.18

The ethnic community often started around a church.
The first Polish neighborhood in Detroit grew around St.
Albertus, the Polish Catholic church established in 1871
at East Canfield and St. Aubin on the city's east side.
The rapidly increasing Polish population in the 1880's
expanded around it as new areas on the east side were
vacated by natives and other immigrants. By 1890, the
northern part of all the east side wards contained large
Polish neighborhoods.19

Nearly all of the city's Catholic churches served
a particular nationality and pressure for creation of
new ethnic parishes was a major source of discord within
the Catholic church. Detroit had sixteen Catholic
churches in 1880, of which seven were identified as Irish
or primarily Irish, four as German, two as Polish, and

two as French. These ethnic churches provided social
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cohesion for their neighborhocods and helped to maintain
ethnic solidarity where residential patterns were more
mixed. Our Lady of Sorrows, for example, was established
by Belgian Catholics in 1884 in a neighborhood which was
primarily Black and Jewish but was equidistant from
several small concentrations of Belgians.zo

Catholic parochial schools were also organized on
an ethnic basis with different orders of priests and sis-
ters and instruction in native languages as well as in
English. The Polish churches, St. Albert and St. Cassimer,
were served by Franciscans who taught in both Polish and
English. Two German parishes maintained girls' schools
with sisters from Milwaukee who spoke both German and
English. St. Anne's, the French parish, likewise maintained
its own school.?l

Voluntary associations complemented ethnic churches
and schools. The most important were the fraternal organi-
zations such as the Sons of Poland or the Ancient Order of
Hibernians. Fraternal societies had active social programs
including dinners, dances, dramatic and musical presenta-
tions, and celebrations of national holidays. Most also
provided many other services: neighborhood information
centers, advice and assistance in finding jobs or in deal-
ing with city agencies, insurance, and care for the sick
or unfortunate. Occasionally they functioned as the

nucleus of political organization or as a substitute for
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trade unions. By 1889, there were more than twenty ethnic
fraternal societies in Detroit.22

By the late 1880's and early 1890's the ethnic
neighborhoods also became an informal political unit with
community leaders acting as intermediaries between citi-
zens and city bureaucracies and political elites. Ethnic
political leaders delivered votes in exchange for patro-
nage and for favors that could be used to strengthen sup-
port within the neighborhood. Much of Detroit's complex
and often corrupt ward politics revolved around the mani-
pulation and interplay of three active immigrant groups:
Germans, Irish, and Poles .23

Intense political rivalry between ethnic groups is
one indication of the strength of ethnic consciousness and
the desire to resist assimilation. This rivalry carried
over into job competition in a way which clearly inhibited
class consciousness. In the early 1890's, Poles clashed
bitterly with Italians who were beginning to replace them
as the bottom rung on the immigrant ladder. At a meeting
at Zoltowski's Hall in 1893, a Polish worker accused
Italians of undercutting the Poles in tones ironically
similar to nativist denunciations of the Poles. "They get
work all over the city...," the Polish worker complained.
"An Italian can live on black bread and onions, whereas a
Pole must have good food," asserted another man at the

meeting. In 1894, Poles clashed with city work crews and
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other groups of job seekers in disputes over apportionment
of jobs.24

In the face of such intense ethnic conflicts very
real inclinations toward class consciousness were sub-
merged. The Polish immigrants had brought a well devel-
oped sense of social solidarity as part of their peasant
culture, and they were hardly as docile in their relations
with employees as nativist workers argued. A socialist

oriented newspaper, the Gazeta Narodowa, appeared in

Polish in Detroit in the mid-1880's, and Polish workers
displayed considerable militance and loyalty to fellow
workers in car shop strikes in 1886 and 1891. But for the
Polish worker whose primary goal was to save money to
bring over family members and relatives still in Poland,
strikes represented lost wages and probable postponement
of family reunification. The native worker who sought
immigration restriction was a threat to family survival.
Solidarity became ethnic solidarity because there were
immeidate needs more important than higher wages or chang-
ing the industrial system.25

Ethnic differences were also maintained through
resistance to intermarriage and where intermarriage did
take place, marriage preferences suggest the impact of
long standing ethnic rivalries. Among Irish-born males

in Detroit in 1880, for example, 85 percent had married

women of Irish descent. Among the second generation,
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only half of the men married women of Irish descent, but
hardly any married Germans. Those men who did not marry
Irish women preferred Americans or Canadians. German men
intermarried less frequently than Irish men: 91 percent
of the immigrants and 67 percent of the second generation
married women of German descent, but when they did marry
non-Germans, they too preferred native stock Americans .26

Part of the basis for ethnic rivalries lay in the
differences in their experiences. Not only did members
of different nationalities arrive with different cultural
values and compete for the same jobs, but they also had
markedly different prospects for success. For example,
the class composition of the Canadian and British immi-
grant workforces (nearly identical to each other) more
nearly resembled that of the native born of foreign
parents (see Appendix 1, Table 18) than any of the other
immigrant groups with about 70 percent working class in
each case. They also showed a much more significant pro-
fessional class than the other immigrants and a large
(about one-sixth) white collar category.27

The English workers came from the world's leading
industrial society. They brought with them not only the
same language that Americans spoke, but a positive outlook
on development, economic progress, and modernization. They

came with marketable skills and a little bit of money and

encountered less hostility from native Americans than the
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Irish, Germans, or Poles. The percentage of unskilled
British workers (7.1 percent) in the 1890 Census was only
very slightly above that of unskilled among native stock
white Americans (6.7 percent). Fewer English workers
changed occupations than any other nationality (including
Americans), perhaps one indication of success in their
initial endeavors. English workers surveyed by the State
Bureau of Labor Statistics in 1890 reproted that they had
had an average of $177.09 on their arrival in the United
States, more than five times the average of Poles ($30.66),
Germans ($28.99), or the Irish ($27.02).28

Relatively easy success and smooth transition led
to much lower' ethnic consciousness. Although British
workers (especially Welsh and Scottish) did organize
benefit societies and other national institutions, they
did not organize politically in Detroit on an ethnic basis
and they did not maintain any degree of cohesiveness in
their choice of residence. There were no distinctively
English neighborhoods. Indeed, in Zunz's study, the
English families were more generally dispersed throughout
the city and intermingled with other nationalities than
the native stock Americans.2?

The Canadians, except for the small group of French
Canadians (only 1ll.2 percent of Canadian born workers in
1890) , were comparable in many ways to the English. The

profile of the Canadian workforce (see Appendix 1,
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Table 18) in terms of class is almost identical to that
of the British. Canadian immigrants were also English
speaking and more skilled than most other immigrants.
Many had come from Windsor, across the river from Detroit,
or from other communities or farms in the Ontario hinter-
lands of Detroit. Their process of relocation had not
been much more difficult than that of someone coming from
Saginaw or Toledo. Like the English, they scattered
throughout the city forming no cohesive neighborhood eth-
nic communities.30

The Irish pattern represented an intermediary case
between the British and Canadians on the one hand and the
non-English speaking Germans and Poles on the other. The
Irish had arrived in far worse shape than most English or
Canadian immigrants, and a far higher provortion of them
were still workers in 1890, even unskilled laborers. But
they had been the earliest arrivals of the major immigrant
groups, and this relative longevity provided advantages.
Irish workers surveyed in Detroit metal trades factories
in 1890 had been in the United States an awverage of
twenty years, compared to twelve years for Germans in the
same factories and eight for Poles. Although most Irish-
men were workers, some were moderately prosperous. The
average net worth claimed by Irish workers in the 1890

metal trades survey was $1303.18, nearly double that of

native born Americans who had been interviewed. Yet,
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despite this modest success, the Irish still maintained
vestiges of a peasant past--large families, for example.
Families of Irish immigrants averaged 3.2 children per
family in 1880 compared to an average of 2.7 for German
immigrants and 2.0 for native stock Americans. The stereo-
type of the drunken Irishman was also born out by city
arrest statistics. In 1891, 30.3 percent of the total
arrests in the city were people of Irish descent (12.2
percent Irish born, 18.1 percent children of Irish immi-
grants), about three times the proportion of Irish in the
city.3l

Ethnic cohesiveness among the Irish was very strong
politically, but less strong than the Germans in terms of
residence or intermarriage. Until the late 1880's, the
Irish exercised a preponderant influence in the local
Democratic party and controlled a disproportionate share
of the patronage jobs. In 1880, they made up 7.6 percent
of the workforce, but 13.6 percent of the city government
employees were natives of Ireland.32

The Germans outnumbered the Irish nearly three to

one in the workforce by 1880 and nearly five to one by
1890. They were the largest, and except for the Poles,
the most overwhelmingly working class of the major ethnic
groups. The Germans were really many separate groups with

some common cultural heritage but decisive differences in

background. Many came from the German industrial areas.
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These urban workers, like the English workers, had prior
experience with an industrial society. They were poli-
tically sophisticated, already strongly influenced by the
German Social Democratic Party that had been growing
rapidly since the 1860's. Others came from village
societies with peasant cultures in many ways similar to
those of the Irish and Poles. No precise data is avail-
able on the relative proportion of urban and rural German
immigrants.

Germans were also split along religious lines
between Catholics and Lutherans (although there was far
less hostility between Catholics and Protestants than
among the Irish) and between a number of provincial sub-
cultures. Cultural and linguistic differences between
Germans from different provinces were guite large--some
dialiects were mutually unintelligible--and were reflected
in organizations representing specific regions like the
Plattdeutscher Benevolent Society, the Bavarian National
Society, the Baderscher Benevolent Society, the Schwaber
Benevolent Society, and the Westphalian Shooting Company.33

Yet despite differences in background, demographic
and residential patterns suggest a high degree of unity.
Detroit's Germans displayed a well developed sense of
cultural pride with a broad range of well attended com-
munity events; Germans lived together and married each

other to a much higher degree than other immigrant groups
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(except perhaps Poles). 1In the late 1880's, the German-
American politicians exploited this ethnic unity to contest
Irish control of the Democratic Party machine. By 1889,
Alderman Jacob, a German saloonkeeper, gained the presi-
dency of Detroit's Common Council, and in 1891, German-
Americans held fourteen of the thirty-two council seats.34
The Poles were the latest arrivals of the ethnic
groups. Polish migration began as a trickle in the 1870's,
but increased rapidly after the mid-1880's as relatives and
friends followed the earlier emigrants. Most had been
peasants. In Detroit, they worked first as unskilled
laborers in street paving, excavation, and construction.
By the late 1880's, probably because employers believed
they were indifferent to unions, several factories (not-
ably the Peninsular Car Company) adopted a concerted policy
of hiring Polish laborers. By 1896, nearly all the 3000
employees at the Peninsular Car Works were Polish. Because
both the census and the State Labor Bureau failed to ade-
quately differentiate Poles demographic evidence is less
adequate than for the other ethnic groups, but Zunz found
a high degree of ethnic clustering in Polish residence
patterns. Polish workers were considered religious, hard
working, but sometimes unpredictable by employers or
American fellow workers. Secondary works based primarily
on literary sources accept this characterization of

Detroit's Polish population, but it is not clear how much
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of the image is based on traditional stereotypes. Cer-
tainly the evidence does suggest, for example, that non-
Polish observers misunderstood Polish attitudes towards
labor organization. Like Slavic steelworkers in the Ohio
Valley steel towns after 1900, they were initially slow
to join unions, but this slowness was certainly as much
the result of the unions' hostility to them as to their
hostility to unions. In the 1886 car shop strikes in
Detroit, for example, they displayed militance and soli-
darity once organized. The Polish influx was the begin-
ning of a major change in immigration patterns. Prior to
1880, nearly all immigrants had been northern European.
After 1890, an increasing proportion were southern and
eastern European peasants, first Poles, then Italians,
Hungarians, and various Slavic nationalities.33

The experiences and background of Detroit's black
population form a special case quite different £rom that
of most European immigrants. Blacks made up a small and
declining proportion of the city's population (see Appen-
dix 1, Table 20). The southern blacks who migrated to
Detroit in large numbers after 1910 came from a fairly
backward rural culture, but in 1870, a majority of
Detroit blacks came from Michigan, adjoining parts of
Ontario, or nearby states such as Ohio and Indiana. They
were the descendants of antebellum refugees from slavery

who had already spent several generations in the North.36
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' Racism was their problem, not acculturation.
Blacks were almost entirely working class (see Appendix,
Table 18), but they were systematically excluded from
most industrial occupations. The successes of upwardly
mobile immigrants forced blacks out of the few trades
they had entered prior to 1880. 1In 1890, there were no
blacks at all in such industries as brass working, brew-
ing, and shipbuilding, while manufacturing of tobacco
products, stoves, and machinery included only seven black
workers out of a total workforce of 3521. Although there
were a handful of black artisans, in only two artisan
categories listed in the 1890 census did black workers
comprise as much as one percent of the total number em-
ployed.37

Most blacks worked as domestics, service workers,
or unskilled laborers. Servants and laundresses made up
74.9 percent of the black females employed in 1890, while
60.7 percent of the black males were servants, laborers,
or barbers. Barbering was one of the few trades in which
it was possible for a black man to gain some measure of
independence by owning his own shop. Significantly, this
is the one characteristically black occupation which
showed the sharpest decline in black employment. While
55 percent of Detroit barbers were black in 1870, only

7.3 percent were black in 1910, and while one-quarter of

the barber shops were black owned in 1884, by 1908, less
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than one in fifty were owned by blacks. In contrast, there
was an increasing proportion of blacks among restaurant
waiters, whose job carried low status and no possibility

of independence. Waiters comprised 13 percent of the

black male workforce in 1870 and 17 percent in 1910.

Nearly half of Detroit's waiters (48 percent) were black

in 1910.38

A large number of black workers worked on the docks
on an occasional basis. Perhaps as many as 30 percent of
all black males did so, and they made up about a fifth of
the longshoremen, refuelers, and other dock workers. Re-
fuelers, in particular, were usually black. Characteris-
tically, refueling was the dirtiest and least desirable
dockside job. Refuelers were on call twenty-four hours a
day; when called, they worked without rest until the job
was done, and then were unemployed until the next ship
came in.3?

A relatively large black subculture, ten percent of
the adult males by one estimate, spurned these menial
occupations to earn a living providing illicit forms of
entertainment to predominantly white patrons in illegal
saloons, gambling halls, and houses of prostitution.4°
Between 1870 and 1910, while the position of various
ethnic groups improved, the already dismal position of

. the blacks continued to deteriorate. Whether longshore-

men, ditchdiggers, servants, or pimps, the majority of
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the black workforce formed a permanent undercaste, a
sort of sub-proletariat, always just slightly worse off
than the lowest status white irnmigrant.41
The plight of Detroit's black population illus-
trates the underlying weakness of ethnic consciousness
and the fragmented social structure growing out of it.
People with objectively similar problems fought each
other in pursuit of their shares of the American Dream.
Some could succeed, in effect by displacing those who were
weaker, but this very process simply enhanced the tensions
and increased the differences between people which kept
most of them weak, poor, and relatively powerless. These
differences among native stock white Americans, English
speaking immigrants like the British and Canadians, Irish,
Germans, Poles, blacks, and other smaller ethnic groups
were far reaching. Basic living patterns reinforced the
differences. A German printer might do the same work,
receive similar pay, work the same number of hours, face
the same threat of mechanization as an American born
printer. But if the German lived in Little Berlin off

Gratiot Avenue, worked for the Staats Zeitung, belonged

to the German Printers' Union, and drank beer at the
German beer garden, he might not really have a lot in
common with his Yankee compatriot who accused him of

being willing to work for "cabbage stumps and bologna.'42
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IV. Economic Diversity:

Skill, Craft, and Work Experience

How might differences in background be overcome?
Certainly the objective problems of Detroit workers were
serious. The very strength of ethnic solidarity which
so seriously divided workers attests to their perception
of the need for collective responses to the problems they
faced. The ideas of solidarity, loyalty, group commit-
ment were certainly present. What was needed was a "we're
all in the same boat" feeling which transcended ethnic,
religious, racial, and occupational differences. 1If
workers saw that the same conditions prevailed everywhere
and that they had little hope of escaping their problems
individually, that might lead them to believe that there
was something wrong with the system as a whole. The
rapid turnover of population might have helped to overcome
ethnic solidarity, narrow-mindedness, or provincialism.
This appeared to be the case with the migratory workers
who formed the base of the IWW twenty-five years later.43

But in Detroit in the 1880's, conditions were not
the same everywhere. One factory was very different from
another. 1In a highly diverse and rapidly changing economy,
a whole range of work methods, levels of mechanization,
types of firms, and patterns of employer-employee rela-

tionships existed side by side in different industries

and sometimes in the same industry. If patterns of
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industrial development, rates of introduction of new
machinery, and evolution of social relationships within
the workshop had proceeded in more or less the same way
and at more or less the same rate in each craft and each
industry, the industrialization process might have simply
overwhelmed all of the fragmentary loyalties and varied
attitudes of workers. This had been the basic assumption
in the Marxist theory of the creation of the proletariat:
industrialization would eliminate gradations of status and
conflicting interests among workers. The actual process
of industrialization in Detroit turned out to be far more
complex than a simple theory of proletarianization. In-
dustrialization created new differences in status and
consciousness as well as wiping out some of the old.44
These differences between industries and within
industries are crucial to understanding the consciousness
of workers in Detroit. Broad classifications like skilled
and unskilled, although useful in describing some aspects
of the workers' relative positions, conceal the fact that
the prospects and problems of various types of skilled and
unskilled workers were very different. Even within the
same occupation there were decisive differences in work
patterns and rhythms between types of factories and be-
tween independent artisans and wage laborers. While mech-
anization and mass production could mean disaster for the

artisan whose craft thereby became obsolete, it could
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mean new jobs for the unskilled. The conscious tendency
of many large firms to hire unskilled immigrants further
aggravated the social tensions that job competition and
prejudice had fostered.

An examination of the differences between workers
in the same industry illustrates the wide range of exper-
ience that occurred within apparently similar job cate-
gories. In 1890, the State Bureau of Labor Statistics
interviewed more than four thousand workers in Detroit's
metal trades industries on a broad range of topics includ-
ing questions about both current and past economic status
and working conditions. This survey revealed major dif-
ferences in salaries, lost time, and economic status
among workers in various factories and even among workers
with the same occupation and working for the same company.
Workers in the Cooperative Foundry worked fifty-two weeks
a year in a small shop they controlled themselves. Only
three of the ten workers questioned had lost time during
the year, two for illness and one who took a week's vaca-
tion. Wage rates were relatively uniform for similar
work. A laborer, a coremaker, and two apprentice molders
(judging from their ages, 22 and 21) earned $9.00, $9.60,
$9.00, and $8.25 per week respectively. A melter earned
$13.50, and the skilled molders earned between $15.00 and
$18.00. A small German firm, F. Huetteman and Co., which

hired a variety of German and German-American artisans
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(and two native stock Americans), had a similar record of
regular employment and standardized wages. These small
firms had a reputation for amiable relations within the
shop.45
In the large stove companies such policies were
not the case. The stove works had been the scene of re-
peated and bitter strikes during the previous decade, but
the internal organization.of the factories was designed to
inhibit this bitterness from developing into effective
group solidarity. Many craftsmen worked on piece rates
or, in effect, as subcontractors under what was called
the Bucks System. Artisans hired helpers out of their
wages to do the "drudge work requiring no skill." The
bucks were usually children or Polish or Italian men who
"work for a pittance, three or four of them often getting
less than one skilled molder." There were tremendous
variations in the positions of the craftsmen themselves.
The Michigan Stove Company had employed one German born
molder who had arrived in the United States nine years
before with $2.00 in his pocket. Now he was laid off,
and he listed his net worth as 0. A German stovemounter
in the same shop who had arrived with only $1.00, twenty-
two years later listed his net worth at $2,000, including
a $2,000 home that was half paid off, a $150 savings
account, and a $4,500 life insurance policy. The company

paid a thirty-six year old German molder $8 a week--when
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he worked. He had been laid off for twenty-six weeks
that year. A Danish born molder of the same age earned
$18 per week and only missed four weeks. His property
was worth $3,000. An American born patternmaker had
property worth $9,000. A German metal polisher with five
children earned $7.50 per week and claimed $200 in pos-
sessions. All of these workers were skilled, vet the
tremendous differences in their salaries, experiences,
and wealth were certainly great enough to raise questions
about how they conceived of themselves and each other.46
They probably had certain attitudes common to most
artisans--notions of skill, pride in craftsmanship, and
status in the community. The widespread feelings that
craftsmanship was being perverted in the interests of
profit, and that status was being destroyed by the on-
rush of mechanization, were the primary source of the
sense of class solidarity that was beginning to emerge
against the coexistent countervailing forces of fragmen-
tation. But there was a darker side to this artisan
consciousness which emphasized the differences in status
rather than common attitudes. Desire to preserve craft
privilege could be a barrier to a sense of solidarity
between workers, even for craftsmen who recognized that
their objective position was hardly better than that of
the unskilled. After all, it was the yawning chasm of

the labering mass that was the artisan's nightmare; his
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threatened skill, like Jonathan Edward's sinner's single
thread, the only thing which separated him from a life
of poverty and degradation. Even labor organizers who
advocated solidarity with the unskilled often did so in
patronizing tones which suggested that feelings of moral
superiority were very close to the surface. Knights of
Labor Master Workman Charles Barnes, for example, spoke
against limitation of the organization's membership in
1887 because the order should admit men of "low morality
to improve them." These attitudes, and basic ethnic
differences, were mutually reinforced by marked differ-
ences in ethnicity between many trades and the unskilled.
While 77.9 percent of the male laborers in Detroit were
foreign born in 1890, only 33.9 percent of the printers
were foreign born, and only 35.2 percent of the plumbers
and steam fitters were foreign born.47
Differences between trades were as serious as dif-
ferences between the skilled and unskilled. Some artisans
found their jobs mechanized out of existence. Others
found declining opportunities as they tried to compete
against machines, but different industries had very
different rates of skill dilution, while rapid expansion
of some industries meant that demand for some skills
expanded faster than supply. In 1892, the Detroit Typo-
graphical Union, despite an impending threat of typeset-

ting machines and other changes inprinting technology,
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was able to report a 12 percent increase in average wages
over the last five years. Skilled handroll cigarmakers
did not fare so well, however. The State Bureau of Labor
Statistics had reported average wages of $1.76 per day,

or over §$10 per week, for Detroit cigarmakers in late 1883.
But, by 1889, despite a rapid expansion of the industry
(total employment in cigar and cigarette manufacturing in
Detroit increased from 899 to 1562 between 1880 and 1890),
average wages for handrollers were down to $8-$9 per week
as competition from machines and from unskilled women and
children increased. Thus, technological change destroyed
opportunities, but it also created new ones. Electrical
workers were too insignificant numerically to even be
listed in the 1890 Census breakdown of occupations, but
by 1892, there were enough electrical workers to form a
union of one hundred members. Industrialization must have
locked very different to an electrician in Detroit in the
early 1890's than it did to a cigarmaker.48 Since the
starting point of political consciousness for the average
worker was his own personal experiences or those of
immediate associates, these differences in timing and
degree could be decisive in the receptivity of various
groups of workers to conflicting types of ideological
appeals--personal mobility wversus group action, class
versus craft organization.

The frequency with which even the most radical
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labor agitators used the plurals like working classes in
reference to workers and their interests reflects their
realization of the seriousness of this process of fragmen-
tation. Advocates of class struggle believed that the
interests of all workers were the same, but they recog-
nized that in 1880 this was wish more than reality. Par-
ticularly for those workers whose skill status was not in
danger, the differences between laborers and artisans
often seemed so great that they had little in common. It
would be wrong to presume that privileged status neces-
sarily meant indifference to labor organization. Such
highly paid skills as machine molding, brass finishing,
and stone cutting were among the most thoroughly organized
trades in the city. Conscious of the value of their
skills to the manufacturer and their importance in the
production process, these workers jealously guarded their
perogatives and were difficult enough to replace that
many otherwise hysterically anti-union employers dealt
with their organizations. But organization does not mean
solidarity with others. Craft conservatives wanted ties
with other stable crafts, but they were not particularly
anxious to associate with the masses of unskilled or
semiskilled laborers. As James Collins, the conservative

editor of the widely read Alpena Labor Journal argued in

1886, "For skilled and unskilled labor to unite in one

organization is one of labor's great mistakes..."49
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Differences in background and status were barriers
to class consciousness. Pro-capitalist ideology was as
well. A class conscious strategy for workers envisioned
mutual improvement through a collective assault on the
basic terms of the wage relationship. The status of
workers in general would be changed. Yet many workers
accepted the opposite doctrine of personal advancement--
the Horatio Alger myth of opportunity and accumulation.
Such would-be capitalists had no antagonism to wealth as
such. "Capital justly earned and honestly invested is
entitled to a reasonable reward" argued a Michigan labor
editor, "...riches are no sin when acgquired by industry
and good management." Labor and Capital should "be
allies not enemies." Acgquisition of wealth was benefi-
cial to mankind. "Society would relapse into barbarism
if we should remove the stimulus and incentive to acqui-
sition...Every man has a right to be as rich as the rest
of mankind will let him be.">?

While an individual employer might use "the advan-
tages which his enormous capital would give him over his
men, " many workers felt that their employers were "just
and fair."™ 1In 1886, a boilermaker who described himself
as content with his condition hoped that "Providence may
deal as kindly with...the small and large manufacturer...

as his employer has with me..." A woodsman admired the
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"honor, manliness, humanity, and love of fair play
which pervades the character of my employer..."” A woman
laundry worker, interviewed six years later, said her
"employers are very kind...," although the State Bureau
of Labor Statistics investigator remarked that the work
seemed very hard and "the rooms are usually very warm."
A furniture worker argued in 1886 that he was underpaid,
given his twenty-five years of experience, but still be-
lieved that "labor is a commodity, and...any law inter-
fering with the free market...would strike a blow at
personal liberty...I am in favor of anything that will
bring about a better understanding between labor and
capital..."sl

A Detroit printer elaborated the same theme in a
letter to a Detroit labor paper in 1881l:

...Capital employed in manufactures, building

of all kinds, production of raw materials,

commerce, or indeed in any of the thousand

and one ways that it may be used to furnish

work to the laborer must of necessity be A

BENEFIT TO THE WORKINGMAN.
"Working men should not feel enmity toward such a one
simply because he is rich," he went on. After all, capi-
tal was nothing more than the product of "the man who
has the wisdom to save his dimes until they become dollars,
and the ability to direct enterprises so that these dol-
lars shall grow into capital." The legitimate manufac-

turer was a laborer just as much as the artisan.s2
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The printer's argument was not unusual. Two weeks
earlier, another correspondent to the same paper, B. J.,
presented an almost identical argument. "If we admit the
right of a workman to a reasonable wage," he concluded,
"we must allow an employer the same right.'53

Both workers agreed that there was no real conflict
between capital and labor, only misunderstanding. Both
capital and labor were indispensable to the productive
process. "There can be no capital without labor," the
printer argued, "and it is the proper service of capital
in return that it should be so used as to reward labor...
there is a community of interests between labor and
employed capital..."s4

But B. J. recognized that many workers did not
agree. "Unfortunately the interests of employer and em-
ployed are usually thought to be opposed." Mutual under-
standing and free exchange of information between workers
and employers was necessary. Then the workingman would
not blame "...the active and brainy manufacturer or busi-
nessman...” for the problems caused by "...that kind of
Shylock" who demands "such a rate of usuance" that the
employer is compelled to do "injustice against his employ-
ees in order to yield the pound of flesh."s5
Such workers admired the "active and brainy manu-

facturer"” and hoped to be like him some day, even if only

on a small scale. Most workers could not hope to become
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magnates or millionaires. Rags-to-riches was transparent
enough for all but the most gullible to see through (even
if they still harbored secret daydreams), but apprentice-
to-foreman served the same psychological function. Fore-
man in a large shop or owner of a small workshop were
realistic goals for the diligent artisan. In a recent
mobility studv of Detroit, among 240 skilled workers pre-
sent in 1880 who could still be counted in the city in
1890, 18 percent had experienced upward mobility--that is,
they were emploved in white collar, professional, or busi-
ness categories. Even unskilled workers had some chance
of making it into the middle class--1l1 percent of those
in the same study who were unskilled workers in 1880
(n=108) had entered the non-working class occupations by
1890. The doctrine of mobility thus had plausibility
based on actual experience. Those who succeeded in escap-
ing the working class were a minority, but a large enough
minority that the possibility of duplicating their efforts
cannot have seemed hopeless to those who remained. An
even larger number could expect at least some improvement
in their status. Nearly half of the unskilled workers
(47 percent) had moved up at least into semi-skilled
occupations in the course of the decade.56
Workers looked up to craftsmen who had moved up
the social ladder. The labor columns of the daily papers

ran articles in the late 1880's about various industries
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which always reserved a section for shining examples en-
titled "Leading Molders," or "Men Who Make Your Cigars.”
Jerry Dwyer, president of the Michigan Stove Company which
employed 1500 people, had started out as an ordinary iron
molder. Isa Cohen of Weithoff and Cohen Cigars employed
65 people in 1889, but only five years before he had still
been at the workbench himself.s7

The implications were clear--you, too, can make
good. The suggestion behind the ideology of success was
that ambitious workers who hoped to get ahead must emulate
the successful and accept the propertied values of sobrie-
ty, simplicity, hard work, and frugality that were con-
stantly reiterated in pulpit and school room, by editors
and politicians. Whether they fully accepted the ideology
or not, workers recognized that compliance with expected
behavior could earn rewards. "My employer is a gentleman
who seems to appreciate sobriety and steadiness,"™ a tinner
noted. "By strict attention to business I have come to
the front...">8

Some of the workers interviewed by the State Labor
Bureau had gone beyond compliance. They preached to the
interviewers about the relationship between good habits
and success. A machinist argued in 1886 "those that
started in life with a full determination to accomplish
themselves in their trade and have let liquor alone, are

to-day either in positions that give them fair renumeration
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for their time and energies, or have a small business for
themselves. The masses should be taught practical busi-
ness methods."™ A laborer agreed with him that "beer and
rum are the main cause of suffering in our ranks."59
Workers who accepted the ideology of mobility
argued that poverty was generally the worker's own fault.
"Although I do not doubt that labor is in many instances
underpaid,” granted a frugal paper make, "I think in most
cases it is the employee's fault that he does not get
along better. I have no taste for beer and tobacco, and
I am not inclined to loaf around saloons when off duty...
The first eighteen months after marriage my wife and I
both worked, saving some $400, since then have saved and
made enough to figure up to near $2,000."60
Employers recognized that moral attitudes conducive
to the work ethic were in their interests. The parsimoni-
ous paper maker had exactly the kind of time-is-money philo-
sophy ("I work 1l-1/4 hours for my employer and from four
to five for myself.") that was the essence of good busi-
ness practice. Many companies used coercion in the form
of fines in order to insure punctuality, regularity, and
consistency. Others created employee programs designed
to provide a positive stimulus to habits the employer
desired. Frugality, for example, was viewed as a useful

attribute by many businessmen. People who saved money

and hoped for a business of their own might not be so
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insistent about higher wages. The paper maker noted
"those who work for smallest wages are disposed to be
economical...others who get larger wages...do not figure
so close in regard to expenditures."61
In 1890, one Detroit employer, in an effort to
stimulate workers to save money, offered to match anything
his employees deposited in a savings account with one half
the amount deposited (Figure 1l). The program revealed a
combination of paternalism, solicitous concern for the
employee's o0ld age, and careful planning. Everything was
spelled out in order to allay any suspicions of the em-
ployer's motives, to convince workers of the value of
saving money, and to explain how this worthwhile goal
might be accomplished. The creator of the program clearly
believed that his employees were not fully capable of
initiating a savings program of their own, and that even
those who might be convinced of the need for saving could
not be trusted, at least at first, to handle the money
responsibly. The company's contributions would only be-
come the worker's property after five years and only if
the worker had not withdrawn his own deposits in the five
year period. The worker was thus provided with a monetary
incentive against wasting the savings on personal consump-
tion. The employer's underlying assumption was probably
that after five years the good habits learned as a result

of participation in the savings program would be
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Figure 1

SAVE YOUR MONEY!
To our employees:

For the purpose of inducing you to save as much
of your wages as possible, we make the following proposi-
tion: If you will deposit in any one of the following
banks which you may select, any one of which will pay
you four percent interest, viz:

THE DIME SAVINGS BANK,

THE PEOPLE'S SAVINGS BANK, or

THE STATE SAVINGS BANK,
such part of vour wages as you can save, we will deposit
to your credit on the first days of January, April, July,
and October in each year, one-half the amount which you
have deposited during the three preceding months, up to
five percent of your wages. That is, if a man earns
$100.00 every three months and deposits $10.00 in the
bank, we will deposit $5.00, which is five percent of
his wages. If such a man should only deposit $7.00, we
would deposit $3.50.

The money which you deposit you have full control
of, and you can draw the whole or any part of it out of
the bank at any time. The money which we deposit for

you will become yours at the end of five years from the

time you begin making deposits, provided you do not draw



88
Figure 1 (cont'd.)

out your own deposits before the end of five years. If
you should leave our employ before the end of five years,
the money put in by us while you worked in our factory
will still become yours at the end of five years, if you
leave your own money on deposit until that time.

If you should die before the end of five years
leaving your own money on deposit, the money we have
deposited for you will be paid to your legal representa-
tive at once.

In case you draw out your deposit before the end
of five years, then you will forfeit all right to the
money which we have deposited for you, and all such
moneys we will use as a "sick fund" to help such of our
employees as need it, when they are sick or disabled.

Supposing a man who earns $450.00 a year

saves of his ownmoney . . . . . . . . . . $§ 45.00

Our deposit would be . . . . . . . « . . . $§ 22.50

Making a total of . . . . . . ¢« ¢« ¢« « . « $67.50

Multiplying this by . . . . . ¢« ¢ ¢ « « & 5

Makes a total savings in five years of . . $337.50
Add to this 4 percent interest paid by
the bank, which would be about . . . . . . $ 40.00
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Figure 1 (cont'd.)

Would give him at the end of five years $377.50

If all of our employees avail themselves of this
offer to its full limit, it will require $25,000 to make
our share of the devosits during the next five years.

We hope you will take advantage of it to provide your
families in case of your death, and your own old age in
case you live.

Take this circular to the bank when you open

your account.

Detroit, April 1890

Source: SBLS, 1893, p. 128S5.
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permanently adopted by the worker. At the same time, it
was undoubtedly not lost on the employer that the savings
program had potential as a means of social control as well
as a didactic device: the funds held in escrow for five
years would function as a bond for good behavior (even
though rights to the money might go with the worker who
left after the elapsed five year time period). Moreover,
if the program resulted in any decline in employee turn-
over, the advantages of an experienced workforce and the
savings of not having to train new emplovees would defray
a good deal of the costs .52
Certainly few workers saved much money; only a
minority accomplished significant upward occupational
mobility; very few duplicated the Horatio Alger story.
But the actual rates of mobility may not be as important
as what people believed. Enough people showed some im-
provement, with a few who did become wealthy, for the doc-
trine of success to be believable. If people believed
that mobility was possible, the ideology had served its
function. The ideology of mobility and success was
grounded in the fundamental propertied values of the
employers. Acceptance of these values significantly
decreased the likelihood of conflict. Workers who admired
their employers and believed in Horatio Alger were not
class conscious revolutionaries or even militant trade

unionists. Even a minority of conservative craftsmen in
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a shop could destroy the potential for any effective ac-
tion. The Detroit Times, a labor newspaper, complained
in 1881 that "skilled workmen who do not belong to trade
unions are always used by their employers as edged tools
to mutilate the efforts of their organized fellow workers."
It was symbolic of the pervasiveness of the values upon
which this anti-unionism was based that Judson Grenell,
one of the socialist editors of the Times, admitted in
his memoirs that a few vears before, when he had owned
his own print shop in New Haven, Connecticut, he had
marched around town every day in a silk hat, kid gloves,

and a fancy cane.®3

VIi. Power and Fear

Underlying all of these barriers to class conscious-
ness--a fluid social environment, cultural differences,
ethnic rivalries, differences in economic status, differ-
ential rates of skill dilution, the possibility of indi-
vidual achievement and the ideology of success--lay the
reality of fundamental inequalities of power and wealth.
People moved about in search of work because those who
controlled jobs had none for them. Workers of different
backgrounds came to Detroit because employers consciously
recruited them. Poles were specifically hired because

employers believed them to be less inclined to labor
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organization than other nationalities. Nativist workers
were not motivated only out of bigotry. Mobile labor
served as a surplus labor pool for employers who wanted
to cut wages. Employment agencies specialized in the
importation of foreign labor under contract for this
purpose. Tom Barry, an East Saginaw axemaker and national
Knights of Labor leader, (who had himself been forced to
move repeatedly because of employer blacklists) denounced
this practice before a Congressional Committee in 1884:
In the lumber regions of Michigan there

are 1000 men working for their board. Agents

go to Canada and bring men under false pre-

tenses, telling them that they will receive

$35 per month, and advertise for men in large

numbers in the Canada papers, to be paid the

ruling rates, about $35 per month. When the

lumber camps are filled they offer them §16

per month.
The lobbying effort of the Rnights did result in vassage
of a federal law prohibiting importation of alien labor
under contract, but the law was rarely enforced. Detroit
labor organizations made repeated attempts to secure en-
forcement but met with little success.b4

Ethnic rivalry was not an inevitable outcome of
cultural difference. Ethnic groups fought one another
because they were competing for scarce jobs and resources.
The doctrine of success did not miraculously spring into
people's minds. It was repeated over and over again by

employers, newspaper editors, politicians, clercymen.

The basis of this power was the employers' contrecl
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of the means of survival. Perhaps not all employers recog-
nized their power consciously, but many workers complained
that their employers behaved as if they did--their bosses
expected to be treated in a manner befitting someone of
stature and success. The tinner who catered to his em-
nloyer's demands for "sobriety and steadiness" complained
that employers treated working men with a kind of social
"ostracism” as if they "were of a lower order of‘intelli-
gence." Fear of unemployment and poverty produced sub-
missiveness to these employer expectations of deference. 3
It is difficult to fully document fear, deference,
or obedience. Nineteenth century celebrants of industry
denied the existence of so European a phenomenon; the
victims rarely acknowledged their fears, even to them-
selves. But appeals to manliness and courage are such a
common theme of the nineteenth century labor agitator
that they must suggest widespread existence of timidness
and acceptance. We might like to find evidence of rebel-

lious thousands singing the Internationale (or Solidarity
66

Forever). Social reality was often much more bleak.
A few examples are suggestive. In 1885, the Direc-
tor of the State Bureau of Labor Statistics noted that 50
to 100 men showed up every day at the front steps of
Detroit's City Hall on the chance that there might be
work. There were no protests or demonstrations; the men

stood around for a while and went home. A compassionate
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manufacturer explained to the Labor Bureau that five to
fifteen men applied for work every day at his factory al-
though he had not advertised for help. Those already
employed, seeing the numbers who were desperate enough to
work for almost any amount, "really overworked themselves
fearing that otherwise they would be discharged.“67

In December, 1883, the Detroit House of Corrections
recorded 85 voluntary commitments in one month. A few
were habitual criminals or drunks; most were simply un-
employed workers with nowhere else to go. Only 25 of the
85 had ever been in jail before including ten arrested
for drunkenness; two men explained they had "no work,
no money, were sick" or "hungry," and just "...wanted to
get some place to stay out of the cold."” Nearly half (36)
had been out of work more than a month. Here they would
work for their keep eight and one-half hours a day in
winter, eleven and one-half in summer for various manu-
facturers to whom the state sold their labor. In return,
these voluntary industrial slaves received subsistence
but not even the proverbial new suit of clothes upon dis-
charge.58

These people certainly had grievances against the
industrial system. Their deference indicates a certain
consciousness of class, but people who begged for work
or voluntarily turned themselves into a prison where they

would be sold by the day to the highest bidder were not
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likely to become soldiers of the class war.

There was a hidden dimension of fear that may have
been even more decisive than these obvious kinds of sub-
missiveness. We can find many examples of courageous
workers who refused to be bullied, who demanded that em-
ployers respect long-standing work rules that gave the
worker some control over the pace of work. How much were
they, even the courageous, inhibited by an employer's dis-
play of power? When a trade unionist was fired and left
town in search of work what happened to the spirit of
rebellion in the friends he left behind? 1In 1886, painter
John Goldring was driven out of town after defending the
Haymarket anarchists and the right of workers to use force
to defend themselves from police attack. He was unable to
get work, the daily newspapers attacked him by name from
their editorial columns, and his partner asked him to

leave. The Detroit Labor Leaf defended Goldring and

bitterly denounced his critics, but Goldring left town.
What did other revolutionaries in the city conclude about
speaking out in public?9?

Such questions are inherently unanswerable. Even
the participants could not really know exactly how much
of their behavior was dictated by the almost instinctive
caution that such experiences produce. But if we are to
understand the tensions underlying working class behavior

in Detroit we must recognize the existence of fear, the
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process of self-restraint that takes place when people say
to themselves: "What will happen to me if I do this?"
Consciousness exists in a concrete reality of power.
People do not develop their ideas, their political con-
sciousness out of pure reflection. When the propertyless
defend property rights, or the oppressed seem to meekly
submit, we cannot assume that such belief or such action
represents freely given consent in any meaningful sense.

What seems possible always limits a sense of what is just.
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Chapter 2

NOTES
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Chapter 3

SOURCES OF CLASS SOLIDARITY

I. "revolution's in the air"

The forces of fragmentation operating against the
formation of working class consciousness formed a consis-
tent backdrop to Detroit's industrialization and urbaniza-
tion--they were products of the growth process itself.

But industrialization also produced a series of strong
countervailing trends which led to a sense of common bond
among many workers. The result was an inner tension, cer-
tainly within the city, but also within most workers'
organizations, and within the psyche of individuals as
well. Success and solidarity were coexistent but contra-
dictory goals.1 There were compelling reasons for trying
to bridge the contradiction or to overcome it. The labor
movement, for example, depended on solidarity for survival
but faced the recognition that its members were not immune
to the appeals of personal ambition. Since both solidarity
and fragmentation were products of industrialization, as
the pace of industrialization increased, so did the in-

tensity of the contradiction between them.

105
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In the early and mid-1880's in Detroit, the elan of
a rising labor movement temporarily submerged the contra-
diction as the potential for success within the movement
seemed great. As a result, some observers saw growing
class solidarity. Appeals "to the working man" became
standard election time rhetoric. Dentists and hat shops
advertised in the local labor paper as "the working man's
dentist” or "friend of the working man.” 1In 1879, Joseph
Labadie, a Knights of Labor organizer, had emphasized
Detroit's backwardness in a letter to Grand Master Workman
Terence Powderly, but when Powderly visited Detroit in
1884, Labadie advised him not to worry. "You can be
pretty radical with our boys in Detroit...." Two years
later the Detroit Labor Leaf spoke of the rapidly acceler-

ating pace of working class protest as the beginning of
"The Revolution,” and even some of the local radicals were
concerned that the Knights of Labor was growing so fast
that educational efforts were missing most of the new
membership.z Between 1884 and late 1886, Knights of Labor
membership in Detroit grew nearly 1,000 percant.3 Such
growth was not unique to Detroit in 1886. Nationally the
Knights membership increased by more than 500 percent in
one year.‘ Middle class magazines ran fearful articles
with titles like "Will there Be a Revolution in America?*>
There was not. In retrospect, the fears seem al-

most groundless, but hindsight may be deceiving. The
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specter that haunted the propertied class in 1886 was
real: a working class presence based on deep seated
grievances, ideologically unsophisticated but quite
genuinely aroused. The specter dissipated, and, from the
perspective of nearly one hundred years, left little en-

6 We know what

during legacy. But this is the problem.
happened. That makes it difficult for us to understand
how real the specter must have seemed to people in Septem-
ber, 1886, when ten to twelve thousand workers paraded
down Woodward Avenue in a show of strength and defiance.
Six years before there had been only a few hundred cautious
and conservative craft unionists in the city. If things
could change so much in so short a time, how could one
tell--maybe the labor agitator's predictions of coming
revolution were serious. The Knights of Labor claimed
one million members at the end of 1886, and hysterical and
exaggerated newspaper accounts credited them with millions
more.’

Within another six years the Knights had vanished
from Detroit. The severe depression of the mid-1890's,
despite widespread distress, produced only modest distur-
bances in Detroit. It is tempting to conclude that people
who talked of revolution in 1886 were dreamers or psycho-
tics, but this is the danger of hindsight and present-
mindedness. Today, less than ten years after tanks rolled

down the streets of American cities and students occupied
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hundreds of university buildings, commentators and politi-
cal pundits celebrate the demise of Black rebellion and
the New Left. The absence of protest today likewise makes
it easy to minimize the extent of protest ten years ago.
We will, no doubt, have a school of revisionist historians
in another twenty or thirty years who will explain after
careful examination of membership statistics and census
rolls that it never really happened.

To understand the reality of a working class pre-
sence it is necessary to examine the events in the context
of their own time, and look at the reactions of the parti-
cipants with the understanding ﬁhat they did not know how
it was going to come out. Strategies that proved to be
ephemeral seemed to be genuine alternatives at the time.

Workers did not come to a sense of opposition
quickly or easily, but once they did, the potential impli-
cations were far reaching. A shoemaker in a shoe factory
almost apologized in 1885: "I am no crank; I am no
tramp; I am no agitator; I am no lazy fellow who wants
to be fed from others' earnings. I am willing to work as
most men are...." But he saw poverty and increasing dis-
content, "men in despair...and now it is time something
was done...if a change is not soon devised, trouble must
arise...." A laborer who blamed "monopolists who rule
the country and employ foreign labor" argued that "war and

strikes will be the consequence, until the people rise in
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their might and assert their rights. In the language of
Patrick Henry I repeat, 'Let it come.' " His understand-
ing of revolution may not have been very deep--the refer-
ence to "foreign labor" suggests a certain insensitivity
at the very least--but he certainly would have applauded

the local poet who wrote:

... first we'll have to fight
And by force take our right...

So we had better prepare,

(For revolution's in the air)

To get our rights at the polls if
we can;

But if they beat us there

Let oppressors beware,

We'll have our rights, if we take
them man to man.

II. There are Ninety and Nine

There are ninety and nine that live and die
In want and hunger and cold,
That one may revel in luxury
Ane be lapved in its silken fold;
The ninety and nine in their hovels bare,
The one in a palace with riches rare.

They toil in the fields, the ninety and nine,
For the fruits of our Mother earth;
They dig and delve in the dusty mine
And bring her hidden treasures forth;
And the wealth released by their sturdy
blows
To the hands of one forever flows.

A popular Knights of Labor song9
Probably the most important source of discontent

among workers was the belief that industrialization was
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creating a tremendous potential for wealth, but that

wealth was going only to a privileged few. We create the
wealth, workers reasoned, why don't we receive a fair share?
The full ramifications of the argument were rarely explored,
nor did this reasoning preclude at least some profit for
the employer, or clearly define what was fair. Wwhen work-
ers had to formulate specific programs and demands, con-
flicting conceptions of fairness provoked internal dissen-
sion. But even though workers had difficulty agreeing on
what was needed to make things fairer, most could agree
that what they saw in Detroit in the early 1880's was
unfair.

“The wealth I help to create is unfairly distribut-
ed," a hostler explained to a Labor Bureau investigator in
1885. "I experience every day that my employer, who works
neither so hardnor so long as I do, lives in luxury while
I am reduced to a bare living, and that must be wrong, as
I know that our Creator certainly entitled me to the same
enjoyment of life's blessings as him." The investigator
had asked a group of workers if they "could be more fairly
paid than now?" Not surprisingly, nearly eighty percent
of those who replied answered yes, but their responses were
based not simply on greed, but on the keen sense of equity
the hostler displayed.lo

The interviewers asked "In what way...could you be

more fairly paid than now?" "By receiving a larger share
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of the profits I produce," answered a fireman. "By re-
ceiving just proportion of the profits that accumulate
from my labor"--a woodsman; "By giving me back the labor
that has been taken from me"--a laborer; "By a just dis-
tribution of the wealth we create"--a carpenter; perhaps
most realistically of all of them: "By establishing labor
organizations and compelling employers to pay the full
value of labor"--a millwright. Workers did not need a
familiarity with Marxist theory to come to something close
to a labor theory of value., It came from experience. A
machinist observed, "My emplover pays me $1.75 and charges
his customers from $5.00 to $15.00 for the same."11
The outrage of these workers was based on the con-
ditions of their work and lives. They worked long and
hard and received little in return, although there was
evidence of wealth all around them. But poverty or even
clear inequality of wealth was not the only source of
anger. Workers felt used, abused in a qualitative sense
as well. Employers' actions were an implicit denial of
their humanity. A woodsman explained "such disaffection
as gives rise to strikes would be unknown...if there was
more sympathy on the part of employers for their employ-
ees.” But instead of kindness or concern he found "a dis-
position to hold themselves aloof--to isolate himself from
us--to regard us as in a manner created for no other pur-

.12

pose than his own aggrandizement. The key, to the
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woodsman, to a tinner whose words mirrored the woodsman's,

to dozens of workers who wrote letters to the Labor leaf

complaining about their conditions, was the way their em-
ployers treated them without any sense of dignity, without
recognition of their feelings and pride as human beings.
Employers, according to the tinner, treated workers "“like
any other piece of machinery, to be made to do the maximum
amount of work with the minimum expenditure of fuel...."
The woodsman agreed that they were used just like any other
piece of machinery, "...to be speculated on and worked to
our utmost capacity when in good condition, but to be
cast aside as worthless when out of repair.'13
The woodsman's indictment of employers was widely
accepted. Sympathetic investigators were appalled, struck
almost with disbelief, by some of the working conditions
they found. The Director of the State Bureau of Labor
Statistics visited the brickyards at Springwells, on the
outskirts of Detroit, during preparation of his 1884
report. The men, about two to three hundred, began work
at 4:00 a.m. and finished at four in the afternoon with a
long break in the late morning. As the men produced the
bricks "with the aid of machinery," women and children
"are now set to work 'hacking' or piling the bricks in
rows, to the height of about five feet...Some of the
children employed are...not over seven...children of 10

and upwards are freguently employed from sunrise to
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At Greusel and Co., another yard, the men

worked eleven or twelve hours a day, while yardmen,

"whose business it is to load wagons, plaster kilns,

watch and tend fires...", worked "from 4 a.m. to 8 p.m.

Sunday and Saturday alike." 1In winter most of the workers

were laid off. A "lucky" few got to work as teamsters

hauling loads of wood into the city for the next year's

supply. "As teamsters they receive $1.00 per day, com-

mencing work at 3:30 a.m....and returning to the stables

about 8 at night."14

Commissioner McGrath was most shocked by the company

housing:

The destitution and wretchedness of life

is rendered much more apparent at the brick-
yards, by reason of the filthy, dilapidated,
little hovels into which the laborer is
crowded. These usually consist of one room
and a shed...making a room eight feet high
by about ten feet square. As their families
will average about six persons, this gives...
hardly more space than would be allotted to
a family in the saloon of an ocean steamer...
they are...dimly lighted...approachable only
through mud during a great part of the year

. s sn@ver painted...and perfect seives for the

chilling blasts of winter...That such dwellings

should be erected, and that veople are per-
mitted to reiide in them, are matters equally
astonishing. 5

This was not an isolated case, McGrath assured his

readers.

We find the same conditions at Wyan-
dotte, a suburb of Detroit, in Detroit, in
the Saginaw Valley, and elsewhere.
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In our cities they send their wives
and children into our streets and alleys
and backyards, gathering paper, fuel, and
garbage. At the tearing down of an old
building, or the tearing up of an old pave-
ment, they appear in swarms, as if by magic,
and carry away the rubbish, which they use
for firewood and gor building additions to
their tenements.l

Other investigators found similar examples of
poverty and exploitation. Women in a candy factory told

the reporter from the Labor Leaf in 1884 that they had to

carry heavy boxes of candy up as many as five flights of

steps although the firm had an elevator. An interview

with the companv's owner confirmed that use of the eleva-

tor was restricted to supervisory and managerial personnel.

Even more indicative of the company's attitude toward its

employees were its security procedures. Each woman was

subjected to a complete search at the end of the day to

prevent her from taking candy home in her clothing. The

company's suspicions may have been justified. Some of

the women were almost starving. Women wrote the Labor

Leaf describing that, in order to stretch their pay of

$2 or $3 per week, several moved in together into one

room to share expenses. A former employee reported,

“Some of the girls have told me they live on 60 cents

worth of food a week."17
While the reporter was shocked at the candy fac-

tory, he found the complaints of a group of bakers hard

to believe. "What! You don't mean that you work through
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the whole night and part of the day too," exclaimed the

Labor lLeaf's reporter. The bakers assured him that they

did mean just that. "We go on duty at 5 o'clock in the
afternoon, and usually get through about 8 or 9 o'clock
next morning; sometimes 10 or ll o'clock, and on Satur-
days not till 12 or even 1l o'clock.” 1In between labors
they slept in an unheated barn provided by their employer.
It was "good enough in summer," the men explained, but
"it is as cold as Iceland in the winter." The bakers
assured the earnest reporter they had plenty to eat,
"this is the only redeeming feature about our life,"” but
they were ashamed to tell how much they were paid. “After-
ward, " the reporter noted, "I learned from one of them
that they receive $3.50 a week with board."18

But the bakers at least could rest while they
waited for the dough to rise. Machine workers followed a
pace set by the machines. Carpenters in the seed box
factory "are compelled to keep up with machines," a car-
penter reported. Three nights a week the factory ran
three extra hours. Men who refused mandatory overtime
were fired. The extra pay was little consolation. "At
night when they quit work, and come out into the fresh
air, the men can be seen hawking and spitting, and they
blow great quantities of black walnut dust from their
nostrils., If they look up from their work or stop to

blow their nose, the machine gets ahead of them, and
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they lose caste with the foreman, and are liable to be
discharged.” 1In summer, when other carpenters made $2 or
$2.50 per day, the factory's employees still earned only
the $1.25 winter wage, but they kept on in order to avoid
the forced winter lay off of other carpenters. Men who
could not keep up with the machines were discharged, as
was anyone who complained. "It is the policy of the fimm
not to have any discontented workmen in their employ.”
Older workers could not stand the pace but were still
"turned out like old horses, to search for a living..."
The carpenter had himself been forced to quit. "I do as
much work as any average man," but "I could not stand the
extra night work. Every evening I was choked up with
walnut dust."1?

Lumber mill workers were also tied to a pace set
by machines. The lumber mill hands "stand in the dust
and heat of these summer days...the perspiration running
down their breasts and faces..." reported Bay City Prose-
cuting Attoyney Emerick. They must "work at those machines
from the time they commence to run until they stop. The
men are a part of the machinery. They cannot stop even
for a drink of water, but must keep up that labor just as
fast as the inanimate machinery...I only wonder," he added,
“that there are not more strikes than there are.'zo

There were few. Fear of unemployment and rigid

systems of work rules combined to insure adherence to the
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pace set by the employers. At Newcomb, Endicott, and Co.,
workers suffered $1.00 fines for tardiness, even if only
one nminute late. Metcalf's fined its workers for talking
on the job five cents per offense. At Pingree and Smith,
shoemakers were docked for an entire case of shoes if
even one was not up to gquality standards, although the
company packed and sold the supposedly inferior shoes
along with the rest. One shoe only "showed a little
wrinkle on the toe; drawn like, you know," the laster ex-
plained. He was docked for the whole case. The Ferry
Seed Company insured promptness by locking the door at
seven a.m., preventing women who were late from entering.
They were allowed in at noon with the loss of a half day's
pay. A similar practice at Gay, Toynton, and Fox candy
factory was reported to have been the cause of death of
three women who were unable to get out the locked door
when the building caught fire.zl
A street car driver on the Fort Wayne and Elmwood
Avenue line complained of the uncertainty and insecurity
that disciplinary practices produced. "We don't know at
night whether we will go to work in the morning...They
discharge a man and never tell him why; they never let
him know he is discharged until he comes down in the morn-
ing ready to go to work, and finds his name is not on the
slate." He drove fifteen hours a day without breaks for

meals.
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At the end of every trip we have twelve
minutes to turn the car around, take the
horse out...and hitch him to the car when we
are ready to start; this leaves us about
eight minutes out of the twelve to eat our
meals if it is meal time. When I first came
on the road, I used to take two sessions at
my meals, but now I can eat a pailful in five
minutes. A fellow needs some whiskey on top,
though, to force it through.

On Saturday, he added, "whenever the shows are late,"

some drivers are forced to work past quitting time without

extra vay. "A man's a slave that drives a car, sir.‘22
Few such slaves even dared to report on their con-

ditions. Prank Pingree was so angry after an article

appeared in the Labor leaf describing Pingree and Smith's

work rules, that he threatened to discharge the entire
shop unless he was told who had talked to the Leaf. The
foreman at Ferry's, Mr. Ward, threatened any employee

seen with a copy of the Labor Leaf would be fired. Wwhen

an article appeared accusing him of forcing his employees
to contribute to a Christmas gift for him, a common prac-
tice in a number of companies, he forced seventy-two of
the women under him to sign a declaration under threat of
discharge denying the truthfulness of the articlae. Anyone
seen buying the Labor Leaf was subject to immediate dis-

missal. Many of those who signed the denial admitted they
had not even read it. Another Ferry employee, Susie Kahl,
came to the Leaf office to report on the treatment of the

little children, "oldest not over twelve...," who tore

open packages of seeds. A small child, Kittie Fuchs,
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reportedly an asthmatic, fainted shortly after the fore-
woman had refused her a break to get a drink of water.
Miss Xahl bitterly described the scene:

when she came to, she said "Please,
Aggie (the forewoman's name) let me rest for
five minutes?” And in a mean, cross way,
Aggie said to her, "If you don't go to work
right away, I will tell Mr. Davidson to get
another girl in your place!” The poor little
child was so sick and frightened that she did
not know what to do. I tell you, sir, some-
times, it seems as though God ought to destroy
the persons who gave charge of the rooms in
that warehouse.?

The language of the account might strike some
modern readers as overly dramatic, but the realities des-
cribed were serious. A week later, the Leaf reported,

both Susie Kahl and Kittie Fuchs had been discharged. A

spotter stationed outside the Labor Leaf office by the

general foreman saw Miss Kahl enter and reported it.

Three weeks later the Labor lLeaf itself was forced out of

its offices when the owner of the building and an adjoin-
ing print shop that printed the paper decided that a des-
cription of the lack of ventilation in an anonymous
Detroit print shop had been based on his establishment.z‘
State laws and local ordinances regulating working

conditions simply were not enforced. In June, 1887, the

Advance and Labor lLeaf reported the death of John P. Lowry,

the seventh printer to die of consumption in Detroit that
year. Burning gas lamps fouled the air of most print

shops where night workers worked in cramped quarters with
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poor ventilation. A city Health Officer had been appointed
under the provisions of an 1881 sanitary inspection ordi-

nance, but in 1885, the Labor lLeaf noted, "to the knowledge

of the oldest printer he has not visited a single printing
office, except one on especial complaint, and that is as
bad now as it was two or three months ago, when the health
officer ordered it ventilated." When the Detroit Trades
Council complained to the State Labor Department about
viclations of child labor and fire safety laws, the direc-
tor of factory inspection argued, contrary to law, that
children should be allowed to work when the head of a
family is laid off. "It seems a necessity that a child
should be allowed to contribute to family support...It
seems to me this is only common humanity...”" In a confi-
dential communication to the factory inspectors, the
director advised the use of "discretion” and "good judg-
ment...for while the law seeks to provide for the safety
and health of all employees of manufacturing establishments,
it is not the intention to demand anything unreasonable or
impossible of owners or operators of such establishments."253

Such refinements as blowers, safety guards, and fire
escapes apvarently fell under the rubric of "unreasonable
or impossible™ demands. In a column entitled "Labor's

Risks," the Labor leaf recounted gruesome details of the

frequent accidents:
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John Troy, a car washer for the Detroit

City Railway Company, had his left leg broken

last night by getting caught between a car

and post at the Baker Street Barn...Thomas W,

Byrne of Robinson and Byrne, pressmen, had

his arm caught in the cogs of a printing

press Saturday night...Charles Bowlsby, M. W.

of Eureka Assembly, had the end of two fingers

on his right hand badly crushed by a tire up-

setter at Girardin's carriage factory...

Oscar Jefferson a boy in Pingree and Smith's

shoe factory, was killed yesterday by an

elevator crushing his head.
The Brassworkers' Union reported in 1892 that there were
few old men in the union; the trade was "injurious to
health."29

The most oppressed segment of the factory work-
force was the small children. Ten, eleven, twelve year
olds routinely performed some of the heaviest and most
demanding menial tasks, as well as simple and repetitive
jobs. The story of the small girl at the Ferry Seed Com-
pany was not an isolated example. In fact, it had been
an account of a similar case at the Michigan Malleable
Iron Works that had prompted Susie Kahl to come forward
with her story about Kittie Fuchs. An unidentified boy
of thirteen had collapsed after being ordered to shift
waights four times in one day. “"What do you mean by the

term, 'shifting weights'?" asked the Labor lLeaf editor.

We have a mold, the informant explained, and
before we pour hot iron into it, a heavy
weight is put on to hold it down; when it
is poured the weight is taken off and put on
another mold and so on. There are five or
six weights weighing about fifty pounds
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apiece. The boy had to shift these weights
as fast as possible for thirty minutes; as
he would handle each one about twenty times,
he thus handled nearly five thousand pounds
of iron in half an hour.
The company was trying to cut costs, the man added, by

having children do what had formerly been a man's job.27

III. "Each for himself is the bosses plea
Union for all will make you free."
Parade banner of Detroit

Coopers' Union, 188028

The Detroit Coopers' banner summarized how they
viewed workers' alternatives. The creed of individual
success, according to coopers, was a mirage advocated by
the bosses. 1If workers really hoped to escape oppressive
conditions they must look to each other for support. In-
creasing numbers of workers did. The fines, searches, the
long hours, and callous treatment inspired a new ethic of
rebellion and mutual support which competed with the
opposing values of individual gain. The result was the
beginning of a working class subculture based on the
coopers' second alternative: solidarity.

It was only a beginning. This subculture of opposi-
tion was not universally accepted by Detroit workers by
any means nor was it strong enough to completely take the
place of native middleclass culture or ethnic subcultures

for those who did identify with it. Workers' allegiances
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were divided. But it was strong enough to produce and
maintain a whole network of new institutions which trans-
cended ethnicity and particularism to recruit workers on
a class basis: unions, Knights of Labor Assemblies,
Workingmen's Club Rooms, cooperativé stores and factories,
labor newspapers, singing societies, social clubs, politi-
cal organizations, and a workers' militia. Together,
these organizations along with a variety of informal in-
stitutions and practices could satisfy as broad a range
of needs as the ethnic subcultures with which they com-
peted. They drew occasional support from a much larger
community than their actual members.

The ideological content of the subculture was
largely negative: a reaction against prevailing condi-
tions. Implicitly, its growth represented a gquestioning
of the ideology of individual success. A columnist in
the Advance and Labor Leaf summarized the ethical and

practical fallacy of the doctrine of mobility:

We are often told that the milliocnaires
of today were working for wages thirty or
forty years ago, and the millionaires of
thirty or forty years hence, will be the men
who are now working for a dollar or two per
day. These delusive statements are intended
to reconcile the toiler to the condition to
which monopoly is disposed to consign him.
No wage worker ever has or ever can become
a millionaire by honest labor. The first
step towards the accumulation of a million
is to cease to earn a living 8nd go into the
business of skinning others.?
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But doubts about the Horatio Alger myth were hardly
a sufficient basis for overcoming the forces of fragmenta-
tion. Underlying the beginnings of this counterculture
were changes in the character of industrial life. The
growth of large firms in Detroit, the expansion of fac-
tories, and technological changes within the factory which
changed the character of work shattered the sense of per-
sonal bond with employers which had interfered with class
solidarity. Most of the city's key employers had begun
manufacturing in the late 1860's or the 1870's, many as
essentially handicraft establishments. Some had started
on a modest scale, but in the 1880's a number of very large,
technologically advanced factories began to emerge. By
1890, about a third of Detroit's industrial workforce worked
in factories of more than two hundred people and six firms
together employed over seven thousand people, or nearly a
fifth of the industrial workforce. Despite the prolifera-
tion of small manufacturing firms in the 1880's (the total
number of industrial establishments in Detroit increased
from 919 to 1746 in the decade), the mean number of employ-
ees per industrial establishment increased from 13.6 in
1880 to 21.9 in 1890. Thus, the growth of large firms had
not destroyed the viability of small companies, but the
relative importance of the larger factory was increasing.
Strike activity was concentrated in the large firms and in

the industries subject to technological change. Of the
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99 strikes recorded in Detroit by the U.S. Commissioner
of Labor between 188l and 1894, 29 were in the tobacco
industry and 21 were in the metal trades, both leading
examples of industries in which the skill status and es-
tablished work rules of craftsmen were threatened by tech-
nological change; in the metal trades, large firms also
predominated--the city's largest factories were all in the
metal trades. Nearly half the strikes (45), involving the
overwhelming majority of all strikers, involved more than
100 individuals each. 1In the many small companies with
only a handful of employees a family-like atmosphere may
have still prevailed. The continuing expansion of this
small business sector of the economy is one more example
of the way in which industrial growth fostered new frag-
mentary influences, but for the increasing numbers of
workers employed by large and impersonal corporations, or
facing major changes in the role of their crafts in indus-
try, the myth of an idyllic relationship between master
and journeyman was becoming obsolete .30

Instead workers faced a new work discipline which
drove them beyond normal endurance and a set of work rules
which robbed them of any basic dignity. Complaint was
tantamount to rsbellion. New machines magnified the level
of production, but while employers grew rich, they used
the labor surplus created by displaced workers to drive

down the wage levels. As one worker argued, his employer
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was "conspiring with his fellow employers to bring about
a lower rate of wages....'31
So, formally or informally, workers combined, too,
to raise wages, change work rules, and exert some control
over the productive process. On the simplest level, they
cooperated with one another to find ways to make work
easier or less boring. 1In the big cigar factories the
cigarmakers took daily turn reading to the other workers.
At the end of the day, each cigarmaker gave the day's
reader some of the cigars he had made so that the reader
received as many as he would have made in a day. Charles
Erb, one of Detroit's Socialist stalwarts, mused in later
years that this system had been the source of his politi-
cal conversion. A new man had chosen an excerpt from Marx

as the day's reading, and Erb was so fascinated that he

immediately went out and got a copy of Das Kapital to read

for himself.3?2

Such cooperation depended on mutual trust and rigid
attention to an ethic of equality. Employers and foremen
fought against it and tried to use favoritism to pit

workers against one another. The Labor Leaf reported how

unscrupulous supervisors used their positions to squeeze
extra income for themselves out of their workers by such
devices as forced Christmas gifts or outright kickbacks in
exchange for work. On the docks, job contractors who

took out contracts from shipowners to load and unload
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maintained high incomes by this system of kickbacks. One
of the primary benefits of organization for the longshore-
men was the elimination of this system. The job scalpers
were driven from the docks. The union took out the con-
tracts itself and distributed work equally to its members
without any cut.33
The printers faced a similar problem. Employers
paid for typesetting on a piece fate basis per one thousand
ems. An em is a unit of measure, the space normally occu-
pied by the letter m. Obviously headlines, display ads,
other areas with white space, would be much less time
consuming to set than normal copy. The union members in
each print shop formed a "chapel"” and elected a "father of

the chapel" who was responsible for seeing that the "fat"

was evenly distributed. The Labor Leaf advised printers

to "elect a 'father' who has moral courage enough to stand
up for what is right.'3‘

Informal self-organization of work and rewards led
to a rigid moral code which governed behavior in the work-
shop but extended beyond the workplace as well. Violation
of the workers' own commonly understood rules or working
for less than the union wage scale (unless granted special
dispensation by the local union) constituted ratting. A
"rat” or "scab" suffered social ostracism if not direct
physical attack. During the Pingree and Smith strike in
1885, John Lambert, who had helped organize the shoemakers
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into the Knights of Labor prior to the strike, deserted
his fellow workers to return to work. "His former ac-
quaintances refuse to recognize or associate with him in

any way," the Labor lLeaf reported. The names of scabs

were published in banner headlines in the labor papers,
and the unmarried strikebreakers slept in the factory
rather than face the danger of crossing picket lines,33

Workers who had unwittingly been recruited as
strikebreakers during a strike were expected to leave once
they realized the true situation. Those who were legiti-
mate artisans, and not professional strikebreakers, usually
did so without coercion. As a lumber mill worker, William
Freer, who had been imported into Muskegon during the
1882 strike there, explained after he and 82 others went
over to the strikers,

we were not molested by the strikers in any

way...we joined them of our own free will.

We had fully decided that if we should find

a strike here in progress we should do

nothing to work against the interests of

the workingman...We fully understand what

this strike is for.
In return for honoring the code of solidarity, a worker
could expect temporary support and a ticket home or to
the nearest likely source of work. 36

Such assistance to unemployed artisans was standard
practice most of the time, not just during a strike. A

union traveling card guaranteed a workingman a roof over-

head, a meal, and either help finding a local job, or the
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cost of transportation to the next stop. Most unions
maintained a tramp fund for this purpose. The system
benefitted both sides: the tramping artisan and the
stably employed worker. The tramp could travel in search
of work, even if he was penniless, and not be forced by
fear of starvation into begging or degrading or underpaid
labor. The employed man could maintain existing wage
levels without fear that the unemployed would be used
against him to drive down wages. A clear etiquette pre-
vailed for both parties. The recipient of aid considered
it a right, not a gift or a handout; in better times he
would do the same for someone else. In turn, however,

the wanderer could not overstay his welcome (not more than
a few days if there were no prospects for work) or waste
money on liquor or gambling. Cases of abuse were reported
in the labor papers, and the names of the offenders widely

circulated. A Louisville printer warned the lLabor lLeaf's

readers about one Oliver Davis who "hails from London, Ont.
He came here in very bad shape and received two week's
board at the expense of my purse...tried to burst a faro
bank and got broke."3’

The doctrine of mutual assistance extended to the
sick, injured, and to families left without support by
the death of the wage earner. For example, when the

doctor told one of the members of the Brassworkers' Local

Assembly 2312, who had been sick for five months, that he
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could not return to work until spring, the assembly organ-
ized a raffle to support the man's family. Prizes, includ-
ing a ‘finely executed bronze statue of Napoleon crossing
the Alps," were contributed by members who made them in
their spare time.38
These core values of cooperation, mutual trust,
equality, and mutual assistance constituted the beginnings
of the emerging working class subculture. They conflicted
with the surrounding dominant culture's emphasis on compe-
tition, individualism, and personal succoss; As will be
shown in succeeding chapters, the unions and the Knights
of Labor assemblies formed the functional hubs of this
moral code, and as much of their time was spent in admin-
istering it as in more commonly recognized union functions
such as wage negotiations. Labor organizations were fight-
ing to nurture this ethic, to enforce their code of con-
duct. Union debates over strategy and policy reflected
this desire, but they also reflected uncertainty. There
were no obvious answers to the questions raised by indus-
trialization, no easily agreed upon set of tactics which
would insure successful resolution of the crisis. For
that reason, for the entire decade prior to 1886, workers'
organizations were torn by internal debates over ideals
and strategies. The union or Knights of Labor official
feared action that might destroy the organization. It

sarved as a means of livelihood and a tremendous commitment
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of energy, risk and emotion had gone into building it.
The would-be labor politician, even one with honesty and
integrity, faced personal conflicts between ambition and
loyalty. Yet, at least until 1886, the whole drift of
events served to reinforce the ideals of cooperation and
equality, and the search for a better way of organizing
the industrial system.

The realities of more and more trades contradicted
even modest dreams of status and mobility as whole cate-
gories of skills were mechanized out of existence. A
resolution at the Socialist-sponsored July 4th celebration
in Detroit in 1879 blamed the threatening character of
industrial progress on the capitalistic arrangement of
society under which "mechanical science...tends to degrade
rather than elevate the laboring classes; destroying the
comparatively independent position which their skill or
handicraft afforded." The very threat, however, seemed
to make some skilled workers even more conscious of the
need to set themselves off from the mass, to salvage
crumbling realities with homage to respectability.39

Such games could have gone on forever had not the
pressure of wage cuts, speed ups, unemployment, and
poverty continued unrelenting. Kicking and screaming,
perhaps, squabbling with one another, backsliding and
sidestepping, dragged forward by their more farsighted
compatriots, by the mid-1880's many Detroit workers
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seemed to have realized that they faced a personal and
group crisis. Each trade faced different threats: for
the shoemaker it was the McKay pegging machine; for the
cigarmaker, the mold; for the printer, the typesetting
machines; and even for the lordly molder, the bucks
system. The differences were important, but the similari-
ties were also great, great enough to form a strong
countervailing force to the tendencies to insularity, and
imagined superiority.‘o

Because the constraints imposed by simple problems
of survival were a decisive limitation on the speculative
potential of most workers, the evolution of their social
thinking was a slow and painful process. Yet such a pro-
cess did take place. If we are to understand it we must
recreate the tensions which existed between cooperative
ideas emerging from workers' experiences and ideology
imposed from above, between the hope of individual escape
and the possibility of group action. In the mid-1880's,
Detroit's workers were groping towards a new group con-
sciousness~-attempting to resolve the contradiction be-
tween solidarity and success. To understand why that
resolution never actually happened, we must begin by
examining the development and internal conflicts of the

organizations local workers created to fulfill their needs

for group action.
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Chapter 3
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l. By success we mean individual success; if suc-
cess for a worker 1s defined as escape from the working
class, the contradiction is clear.
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States, 1860-1895 (New York: Vintage Books Edition, ori-
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5. J. L. Spalding, "Are We in Danger of Revolution?"
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Society, 1865-1896 (Englewood Ciliffs: Prentice Hall, 1969),
originally appearing in The Forum, I (July, 1886). Mr.
Spalding answered the question in the negative, but the
nature of his answer is less important than that he thought
it necessary to pose the question.

6. The term "Working-class presence" is the title
of Part Three of Edward Thompson's The Making of the
English Working Class. Richard Sennett’'s article,
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"Middle-Class Families and Urban Violence: The Experience
of a Chicago Community in the Nineteenth Century," in
Thernstrom and Sennett, Nineteenth Century Cities, discus-
ses the hysterical reactions of the middle class residents
of a prosperous Chicago community, Union Park, to this
working class presence, specifically, to Haymarket and to
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David and most other historians, fails to put these facts
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influence in order to show that the legal assault against
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Square was small, but it followed on several weeks of
continuous political activity in which the Haymarket de-~
fendants had played leading roles. Other meetings were
taking place at the same time that night. The crowds
dwindled because it started to rain. Just ten days be-
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of the bombing, 30,000 workers were on strike in Chicago
for the eight hour day. A few months later, the United
Labor Party received thirty percent of the votes cast in
the city; the following year, the Democrats and Republi-
cans fused to prevent the United Labor Party from electing
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Rnights of Labor Chicago District Assembly 24, While the
association of all foreigners with crime and radicalism
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institutions was not completely irrational. The prosecu-
tion and the judge at the Haymarket Trial were quite
straightforward about their intentions and much more to
the point than much of the newspaper coverage--the defend-
ants should be hung not because they had committed any
specific act of violent crime, but because they repre-
sented the leadership of a movement which was a threat to
property and society. In retrospect, many quite conser-
vative people felt that the trial and the police campaign
of terror against other leftists were over-reactions, but
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Chapter 4
CRAFT UNIONS, SOCIALISTS, AND KNIGHTS OF LABOR:

ORGANIZING A CULTURE OF OPPOSITION

I. Craft Unions in the Late 1870's

A subculture of opposition began to emerge in part
as a series of informal responses to immediate conditions
and problems, but confronted with the fragmentary influ-
ences of the diverse economic and cultural environment in
Detroit, such spontaneity needed more formal organization
and group commitment to develop and sustain itself. Organ-
ization provides courage, resources, and support. As peo-
ple begin to look to an organization as a focus for activ-
ity and group loyaltyv, the organization also becomes a
unifying symbol which strengthens commitment and provides
a kind of group myth, an elaboration of the abstractions
on which class consciousness is based.l But while the
local labor movement had a generation of activity behind
it by the late 1870's, the city's unions were incapable
of playing this type of unifying role. They lacked the
strength, and in some cases the inclination as well, to

represent anyone beyond their own small membership.2

139
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In the late 1870's, Detroit trade unions were
pitifully weak and often mutually uncooperative. Union
membership fluctuated wildly from year to year; locals
lapsed and reorganized frequently; it is difficult even
to estimate the extent of organization in most industries.
Only six local unions appear to have had an uninterrupted
existence throughout the 1870's. Joseph Labadie, founder
of the Detroit Knights of Labor and a key labor organizer,
certainly was not exaggerating when he wrote Terence Pow-
derly, the Knights' national leader, in 1879, "The labor
movement generally in this city is comparatively insigni-
ficant." When the Detroit Trades Council was organized
the following spring, its constituent unions reported a
total membership of only 432, a startling revelation of
the lack of organization in a city of over 100,000 people.3

The inability of the trade unions in the late
1870's to serve as the unifying symbol for the city's
workers was based, however, on more than their weakness.
Many of the unions failed to honor even the most minimal
concepts of solidarity with each other. Detroit Local
No. 2 of the Machinists and Blacksmiths' Union refused,
for example, to aid a striking Scranton, Pennsylvania local
despite moral and legal obligations to do so. Terence
Powderly, the secretary of the Scranton Machinists' union,
had written asking for assistance for his striking local.

The Detroit local justified evading respcnsibility for
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their fellow unionists, although the union's national con-
stitution specified that such requests should be honored,
by using a legal technicality in the organization's by-
laws. James McFeely, Secretary of the Detroit machinists,
explained that the Detroit union declined aid on the
grounds that the Scranton local had not followed proper
constitutional procedure in issuing its strike call.
Such unions reflected, rather than superceded, the spirit
of fragmentation and competition. While union activists,
and some union locals as a whole, did attempt to maintain
a spirit of mutual cooperation and support, they often
found their efforts frustrated by their more recalcitrant
associates.?
Judson Grenell, a member of Typographical Union
No. 18 and one of the leaders of the English branch of the
local Socialist Labor Party, lamented in 1878 that the
printers were “almost fossilized," they were so conserva-
tive. The printers had recently received an ultimatum
from local employers threatening them with a lockout unless
they voluntarily accepted a six and one-quarter percent pay
reduction. Grenell hoped the threat might finally bring
the printers to life. It did not. The union meekly com-
plied with the wage cuts, and a month later rejected the
proposed Constitution of the Detroit Labor League. The
Constitution included provisions for a mutual defense sys-

tem for situations like that which the printers had just
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faced, but the printers wanted no part of it. Some de-
nounced the threat of Communism; others, as Grenell put
it, were simply too "high tone" to associate with the likes
of carpenters, shoemakers, or ciqarmakers.5
Much of this caution and conservatism may have been
induced by the experiences of the previous decade. Union
membership had declined drastically in Detroit since the
late 1860's and few unions, locally or nationally, had
survived the depression of the mid-1870's with more than
a token membership intact.6 Unions began to revive in
Detroit in 1877. Between 1877 and 1879, seven unions were
chartered or reorganized. The non-unionized majority of
the city's workers began to display far greater interest
in labor organization and social reform, but many unionists
who had been active in the 1860's and 1870's seem to have
been unable to overcome the spirit of caution and insular-
ity they had learned in earlier years. This new energy
changed the character of the city's trade union movement
by the early 1880's, but only after an overwhelming influx
of less cautious new members.’
The source of the new energy was pressure from dis-
contented unionists and other activists who had formed
local branches of the Socialist Labor Party and the Knights
of Labor. Young activists in the Socialist Labor Party

tried hard to convince ¢trade unionists of the need for an

aggressive program of "trade amalgamation® and organization
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of the "unorganized laborers.”™ The socialists converted
many, but even when union representatives agreed in prin-
ciple, their organizations did not comply when the time
came for action. In 1878, union delegates to the Detroit
Labor League, a loose city union federation, voted in favor
of the socialist proposal for mutual aid which the printers
rejected. The league had "authority to levy an assessment
not exceeding five dollars per week for each organization
applying for aid...upon each subordinate organization for
every twenty-five members...." Constituent unions had
ratified a constitution including the aid clause, but many
refused to forward funds when asked. The organization
split over the question of emergency assessments and col-
lapsed. When the Detroit Trades Council was formed in
1880, the treasurer of the defunct Labor League turned
over the League's entire assets: $4.07.8

The Trades Council, like the Labor league, was a
product of agitation by activists in the Knights of Labor
and Socialist Labor Party. It proved to be more resilient
than the Labor League but faced similar bickering and
shortsightedness. Several unions refused to support the
Councils' programs. The question of mutual assistance
was still a critical problem. The plasterers, for examole,
refused to support striking iron molders because the
Council had not provided aid for them during their seasonal

lay-offs. The plasterers had missed the point. It was
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beyond the scope of an organization as weak as the Trades
Council to provide regular unemployment relief, but mutual
aid against employer attack was central to the survival
both of the Trades Council and of individual unions. The
plasterers were not alone. Several other unions maintained
only token affiliation, rarely participating in Trades
Council activities. The editors of the local labor paper
complained that Council delegates were failing to attend
meetings.9
Yet by 1880, there was a clear sense of ferment
among Detroit workers. That fall the Trades Council held
a public demonstration in which fifteen hundred local
workers marched. In fall elections, the socialist presi-
dent of the carpenters' union was elected alderman. Per-
sistent agitation by the socialists and the Knights of
Labor was beginning to pay off.lo
It is not clear whether they had convinced many
veteran trade unionists. A systematic comparison of names
of individuals known to be members of the Knights of Labor
or the Socialist Labor Party with a similar listing of
known union leaders active prior to 1875 reveals that
only two union leaders had joined either the Knights or
the SLP. There seems to have been little direct leader-
ship carryover from the pre-1875 unions to the more active
11

organizations after 1880.

The activists had convinced enough people, however,
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to promote a vigorous ideological and strategic debate
within the labor movement and among workers in general.
At union meetings, public forums, and in the columns of
the labor press, advocates of various points of view in-
creasingly went beyond practical programs and immediate
actions to discuss fundamental questions about the nature
of industrial progress, the roles of labor and capital,
or alternative economic and political systems.

A process had begun which would transform not only
the labor movement but also the most basic attitudes of
a broad section of the city's workers. Throughout the
early 1880's a continually ascending level of activity
among Detroit workers produced new organizations and stimu-
lated old ones. The conservative craft unions of the
1870's were carried along in the process, sometimes reluc-
tantly, but with a growing enthusiasm as well. Some
crafts, under pressure of mechanization, responded to the
growing sense of solidarity with a move away from earlier
craft conservatism. The keys to this unity were the

Socialists and the Knights of Labor.

I1I. Labadie, Grenell, and American Socialism

In the fall of 1879, Joseph Labadie wrote to
Terence Powderly, the Grand Master Workman of the Knights

of Labor.
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I believe that by force alone can be

removed the societary wrongs which have

fastened themselves upon the people. But

first must come agitation, organizition,

intelligence, and then the demand! 2
These were not the ravings of a maniac or an isolated
anarchist. Labadie was then Master Workman of the Detroit
Knights of Labor which he had helped to found the previous
year. In the following decade he was the most important
labor leader in Detroit. He held nearly every major
elective office within the local labor movement, as well
as important statewide and national offices. He served
on the National Executive Board of the Socialist Labor
Party, the State Executive Board of the Knights of Labor,
and was elected first president of the AFL in Michigan.
Another long-time Detroit labor leader summarized Labadie's
contribution in 1896.

To relate in detail Mr. Labadie's connection

with trade and reform associations for the

benefit of the masses would be simply tell-

ing the story of the labor movement in 13

Detroit for the past quarter of a century.

Labadie is an important figure to analyze, not only
beacuse of his many activites, but because his career il-
lustrates the interconnections between trade unionism,
socialism, and the Knights of Labor. His network of
offices in all three movements formed a bewildering array
of interlocking directorates, a pattern duplicated by
other Detroit labor radicals like Judson Grenell and by

similar figures in other cities. This merging of personnel
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indicates the extent to which the activists in all of the
organizations were part of a single movement. Scholars
have tended to place great emphasis on the disputes be-
tween various factions of the labor movement. The history
of the Knights of Labor and the AFL is written around a
central theme of their conflict, while the socialists have
often been viewed as a disruptive influence in both. But
in Detroit in the early 1880's, the most serious ideolo-
gical debates were all more clearly reproduced within
organizations rather than between them. Socialists played
crucial roles as organizers of the Knights of Labor and
the trade unions; activists combined forces quite readily
despite ideological differences. 1In Detroit, trade union-
ism, socialism, and the Knights of Labor had common roots
--they emarged together out of the subculture of opposi-
tion.l‘
Labadie was born in Paw Paw, Michigan, in 1850.
His father was half-Indian and worked as an interpreter.
At age 14, lLabadie's family put him to work in his uncle's
jewelry store as an apprentice watchmaker, but apparently
he did not like the trade, and he went on the tramp. He
learned printing in a newspaper office in South Bend,
Indiana, and then began more extensive wanderings:
Kalamazoo, Grand Rapids, Saginaw, Cleveland, Rochester,
Syracuse, New York City, and Detroit in 1872. He had

joined the printers' union in 1868 or 1869, but only
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became active in union activities in 1876. Once he did,
he was immediately prominent in the Detroit Typographical
Union, but decided nearly as quickly that the trade union
was not a permanent solution to the labor problem. 1In
1877, Labadie joined the socialists.l3

Socialism had come to Detroit in 1874, three years
before Labadie's conversion. A local cigar manufacturer
had unwittingly helped to introduce it to Detroit's
workers. He had wanted to begin production of a new line
of the most expensive hand-rolled cigars and had not
trusted the skiils of any of the local cigarmakers.
Instead he recruited two top quality German cigarmakers
in New York and paid their fare to Detroit. Gustav Herzig
and Henry Kummerfeldt proved to be all he had hoped for
and more. They were indeed superb craftsmen, but their
employer had opened a Pandora's box which he and other
Detroit emplovers must have regretted in the following
years. Herzig and Kummerfeldt were also veteran union
organizers and experienced socialist agitators.16

They began proselytizing in Detroit's German com-
munity almost immediately. They had arrived in the midst
of a depression; many of the German workers they met had
also had prior experience with unions in Germany, and
German working class culture already included a tradition
of political radicalism. Working conditions and relations

with employers in Detroit substantiated the prior
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convictions of German-born artisans who expected to find
class struggle. Herzig and Kummerfeldt found their

fellow workers and neighbors receptive to their appeals.
They gathered together their sympathizers and formed a
local socialist group. Sometime in 1876 or 1877, the
local group affiliated with the Workingmen's Party of the
United States, an amalgamation of various socialist groups
and local socialist clubs like the one in Detroit.l?

By 1877 the Workingmen's Party appeared to be
thriving in Detroit's German neighborhoods. While party
membership was still small, the Party's public forums
were neighborhood social events which drew crowds of
several hundred. The organization tapped a wide base of
potential converts for whom socialism was a fraternal and
cultural affair as well as a political movement. A net-
work of subsidiary and related groups, such as the
Socialist Mannerchoir, provided contact with people who
considered themselves part of the movement but did not
necessarily pay Party dues or participate regularly in
the Party's political activities.

But despite this apparent success, Party leaders
recognized that cultural events, largely confined to the
German community, were not the path to success. For
practical as well as ideological reasons, they began to
look for ways to attract English speaking, especially

native born, workers. Many of their meetings had drawn
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two or three hundred people, and the Party was beginning

to attract enough attention to merit some coverage in the
daily newspapers, but the socialists had no funds or other
resources with which to mount an effective city wide
propaganda campaign. They decided to expand their program
of public meetings to include agitation meetings in various
parts of the city. Labadie and Judson Grenell, another
young printer, were the first native born converts.l8

Grenell later described his introduction to social-
ism in some detail. He was already disillusioned with
pure and simple trade unionism: "while the trade union
was needed in order that employers and employees might be
placed on an equal footing in bargaining...it was...just
a palliative." Labadie was "also interested in the broad
economic phases of the labor movement, rather than being
a union man just to increase printers' wages." Grenell
had already had considerable experience as a union official
in New Haven, Connecticut, as well as in Detroit.1?

One evening, as he was walking along a downtown
street, he saw a building draped with large red banners.
"SOCIAL DEMOCRATS MEET HERE," the signs said. "Walk In--
Admission Free." Well, why not?20

The slogans at the front of the room read, "To
everyone according to his deeds,” and "He who will not
work, neither shall he eat." Grenell took a seat at the

back of the room. As the speaker began, Grenell relates
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that he was fascinated--for the first time, "Here I saw...
an effort to explain the cause of poverty in the midst of
plenty...

Wage workers, these Social Democrats insisted,
were continually creating surplus wealth
which became the property of the employing
class...the workers not receiving as much as
they were creating, gluts in the market
occurred, when work slackened and willing
workers were idle until this surplus wealth
had been absorbed by consumers--the working-
man who had created the surplus...The way to
avoid this...was to create a cooperative
commonwealth, with workingmen their own
employers, and in which the compensation to
each worker would be in proportion to individ-
ual production. Society collectively would
be the only employer, and the employing
class...would melt into the mass, with their
compensation measured by their ability to
create wealth. Profit in business would be
eliminated. Thi cost of production would
govern prices.2

Labadie and Grenell had much in common: both were
printers, both were disillusioned with existing trade
union practices, both reacted emotionally to the poverty
and degradation of labor. Together they instigated a

variety of new programs to spread socialism beyond the

German community. In late 1877 they started The Socialist,

a weekly newspaper which served both as the city's labor
newspaper and as a forum for English speaking socialists
in other cities. It was one of the few socialist news-
papers in English in the United States. Grenell was
editor, Labadie chief columnist. They worked without

pay in the evenings and on Sundays after sixty hours a
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week on their regular jobs. Along with a few other com-
rades, they wrote it, printed it, and distributed it
themselves. "After working all day,"” Grenell wrote, "it
requires considerable grit and determination to take the
only time we can call our own and hie to a dusty garret
and set type by the light of a kerosene lamp."22
Their determination paid off. 1In December, The
Socialist reported to its readers that it was doing well
financially. The newspaver was received enthusiastically
by sympathizers in many parts of the country and soon
reported regular distributions in Chicago, Boston, Brook-
lyn, Cincinnati, Evansville, Indiana, Allegheny City,
Pennsylvania, and Grand Rapids, Michigan. By the summer
of 1878, national Party leaders moved the paper to Chicago
where the growing socialist movement could provide wider
circulation. Grenell was offered the editorship, but
decided to stay in Detroit.23
Grenell and Labadie turned their efforts to pam-
phleteering. Grenell's father and brother were Baptist
preachers. He had a bit of the preacher in himself as
well, but "my missionary activities have ever been in the
direction of political economy, rather than religion,
though with not a few political economy is religion."
They started a Socialist Tract Society modeled after the
24

Christian counterparts of Grenell's Baptist relatives.

The idea was to produce simple cheap pamphlets
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which explained socialism and which comrades and local
branches could afford to buy and distribute free to
fellow workers, sympathizers, or passers-byon street
corners. With all labor donated free by Party comrades,
the Tract Society was able to sell their pamphlets to soc-
ialist organizers at $l1.12 per thousand. Labadie and
Grenell personally handed out thousands of them on
Detroit street corners, and shipped thousands more all
over the country. In April of 1880, Grenell reported that
they had sold over 140,000 pamphlets since the previous
July.25

The pamphlets were designed to attract "those
curious to know something about the 'left' or 'radical’
side of the labor movement.” Grenell's approach to pro-
paganda was pragmatic. He and Labadie tried many ways to
attract members and "learned by ‘trial and error' espe-
cially error."” They came into conflict with the Party's
German leaders who argued they must circulate “"pure
Socialistic literature." Their German critics argued
that, "New recruits” were not "homogeneous” or “"properly
drilled and disciplined...the virus of the present social
system must be aliminated from their minds . *26

Grenell ridiculed such critics as unnecessarily
rigid. They "walked so straight they they leaned back-
ward." His propaganda efforts were successful, he pointed

out. Despite strong competition from “the greenback
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hobby-riders" who offer "the workingman...immediate relief
through cheap money," Labadie and Grenell had attracted
enough English speaking members to form an American Branch
of the Detroit Section of the Party. By the fall of 1877,
there were three branches: German, American, and Bohemian.
The American Branch included several important local union
officials besides Labadie and Grenell including Thomas
Dolan of the cigarmakers, E. W. Simpson, president of the
Carpenters' Union, and Charles Bell, another ptinter.27
That fall the socialists staged their first elec-
toral campaign. A report of their nominating convention
gives some idea of the character of the group. Approxi-
mately one hundred members were present at Lafayette Hall
on Gratiot Avenue, a predominantly German neighborhood.
The meeting's chairman, Charles Stuermer (probably the
brother of Adam Stuermer, secretdry of the Cigarmakers'
Union and of the Labor League) was a German, but the
choice of candidates indicates the Party's desire to
broaden its appeal. Simpson was nominated for Mayor,
Dolan for City Clerk, and Charles Erb, a Dutch cigarmaker,
for Director of the Poor.28
The socialists entered the campaign enthusjiasti-
cally, but they faced tremendous handicaps. Part of their
constituency could not vote. Some immigrants who could

have qualified did not speak English and did not under-
stand the political system. In 1884, only 38 percent of
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Polish workers surveyed by the Michigan State Bureau of
Labor Statistics were voters. The Party did not have
enough money to mount an effective campaign, or the type
of ward organization to bring voters to the polls, help
them deal with the election officials, and make sure that
their votes were counted.2?

Their lack of financial resources and precinct
level organization was compounded by the hostility of the
electoral bureaucracy. The socialists, as well as other
labor candidates during the 1880's, complained about cor-
ruption and false counts. Even in precincts where they
were well organized, their poll watchers were denied en-
trance to polling places, socialist voters were harassed,
and ballot boxes were stuffed. Polling places opened late
or closed early in strong socialist precincts in order to
' prevent workers from voting before or after work. Legal
challenges to such practices were not only expensive, but
faced a bench controlled by members of the local political
machines .39

Election officials initially credited Simpson with
825 votes for Mayor, then threw out 47 socialist votes
after a supposed recount in one precinct. Simpson's
initial count represented six percent of the total vots,

a fair showing considering the Party's lack of organization,

but Party members were convinced that the actual vote had

been much higher. Grenell claimed to have witnessed
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wholesale ballot stuffing, and Labadie, describing the
next year's campaign, charged "in one precinct where we
are certain we polled at least 15 or 20 votes, they
graciously gave us 2,431
When Simpson ran for Eleventh Ward Alderman in 1880,
the evidence of corruption was even clearer. The votes
were counted, Simpson was declared the winner bv a narrow
margin of nineteen votes, and the sealed ballot boxes
were delivered to the City Clerk. The defeated Democrat,
recognizing that the city clerk was also a good Democrat,
contested the election, and a recount produced a Democratic
majority of eighty votes. Simpson protested, and, after
an investigating committee found that the ballot box seals
had all been altered, removed, or destroyed, refused to
surrender his seat on the Detroit Common Council.3?
Such experiences disillusioned some socialists with
politics, but the 1877 campaign did help the Socialist
Labor Party attract attention in Detroit. Local machine
politicians recognized that socialist votes were concen-
trated enough in the working class precincts that the
Party might determine the outcome of future elections for
several legislative and city council seats. The Demo-
cratic and Republican machines were closely enough matched
in Detroit that the socialists might hold the balance of
power, and some machine politicians were sufficiently

antagonized with their major party opponents to consider
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endorsing socialist or other independent labor candidates
in wards controlled by the opposing party. In succeeding
alections, the socialists and the Labor Party were able
to take advantage of this situation. Machine support had
the added advantage of insuring that SLP votes would be
counted. E. W. Simpson's successful election in 1880 in
the normally Democratic Eleventh Ward was partially the
result of a tacit Republican endorsement (he refused out-
right nomination but the Republicans did not nominate
another candidate and notified supporters of their
approval of Simpson).

As a result of the socialist electoral campaign,
the daily newspapers began to expand their previous token
coverage of socialist rallies to include more thorough
reports of Party activities. Party speakers, apparently
aware of this wider scrutiny, tried to assuage public
fears. At a meeting of about two hundred people in May,
1878, Simpson strongly emphasized that the Party was not
a secret organization but a political party like any other,
"the main object of which was to conserve the interests of
the industrial class without making war on any other class."

Socialists deprecate war because the working

man has learned that he must foot war's bills

.. .the present system under which society is

organized is imperfect...the industrial class

must be emancipated from the thraldom of

capital.

He went on to list the specific planks in the Party's

platform which included nationalization of the telegraph,
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canals, railroads, and other similar enterprises, prohibi-
tion of prison contract labor, prohibition of child labor,
regulation of sanitary conditions, equal pay for equal
work for both sexes, employer liability for injuries,
repeal of conspiracy laws applied to labor unions, gradu-
ated income tax, no abridgement of suffrage, immediate
recall of public officials, nationalization of banking and
insurance, and prohibition of importation of coolies.33

An interview with socialist leader Frank Hirth
appeared in the Detroit News about the same time. The
account must have pleased Party leaders with its fairness
since they reprinted it in their own newspaper. The inter-
view illustrates both the newspaper reporter's prejudice
against socialism and the Party's attempt to deal with
those fears. Although Hirth was forthright and direct
about socialist intentions, he made a concerted effort to
convince readers of the Party's rationality and modera-
tion.34

The reporter's description of his meeting with
Hirth began with a confession of his preconceptions of a
“leader of the Commune."™ He had expected a "big, blood-
thirsty sort of an individual, with an appearance which
suggests the chopping off of innocent people's heads,
and with a mind devoid of logical or connected argument.”
Instead, he was surprised to find a "plain, pleasant

looking man...all smiles and good nature, and with a beanm
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of good will in his eyes.“35

*What is the object of Socialism?" the reporter
asked.

"The complete and absolute overthrow of the present
social system. All means of production, such as capital,
lands, machinery, railroads, telegraphs should be held for
the benefit of all." But after this opening shocker,

Hirth went on in a display of the Party's reasonableness.
He assured the reporter that, although there would be no
compensation for nationalized lands which were the property
of the people, a socialist government would pay for other
forms of capital which were nationalized.

Hirth denied rumors of the Party's insurrectionary
intentions: "we do not want to make trouble unless
attacked ourselves...we don't believe in riots. It is only
the unthinking workingmen who riot. Men who fully under-
stand their condition never resort to force."3%

Frank Hirth thus presented an image of a Party with
far-reaching and very radical goals, but peaceful strategy
and tactics. Socialists were arming in many cities, but

they insisted that they were doing so for purely defensive

purposes. The Socialist carried an interview with Albert

Parsons, the Chicago leader of the Party's militant wing,
on armed self-defense. "Whenever an attempt is made by
force to prevent workingmen from meeting," Parsons ex-

plained, "They propose to take their arms with them...Our
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battery will be for amusement so long as the capitalists
use theirs for amusement."

"And for business when they use theirs for that
purpose?" the interviewer asked.

“That's it in a nutshell,” Parsons answered. 37

Exactly what Parsons meant by "for business"” was
never spelled out. Similarly Joseph Labadie's letter to
Powderly suggested that electoral corruption left workers
with no alternative to force, but he failed to specify how
force was to be employed, or to what end. Apparently such
questions could be answered more explicitly after the
agitation and organization Labadie claimed had to precede
the (also unspecified) demand .38

Officially the Party steadfastly attempted to
retain a public posture of peacefulness and even quite

bourgeois respectability. "The Socialist Labor Party is

a peace party, a law-abiding party," The Socialist de-

clared. "Socialism is not a destructive and plundering
outbreak of the poor against the rich...but is merely a
scheme for a better and more equitable social system than
that which now prevails.” 1In 1881, the Detroit Labor

Review, one of several local successors to The Socialist,

asserted its loyalty to private property: "we believe in
private property. What a man produces by his own labor
is his own property, and we are opposed to the system that

robs him of it." 1In the same year, in the ultimate
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gesture to respectability, Philip Van Patten, the Party's
national secretary, urged all sections to meet publicly
and express their regrets at President Garfield's assassi-
nation and death.39
J. F., Bray, the widely respected elderly Pontiac
socialist, summarized the Party's radical goals but moder-
ate tactics. Bray denounced attempts to alter hours and
wages without altering "the relations between labor and
capital...Labor can accomplish nothing until it has
achieved its independence from the control of capital,”
he arqued. "Absolute liberty is the thing to be contended
for...Labor must control capital." The path to success
was "political victory...The capture of Federal, State,
and municipal governments by votes is the only way

for a final settlement of the Labor question.“‘o

III. Socialist Activities

Socialists recognized that in order to succeed
they had to educate and organize the majority of American
workers. In addition to their newspapers, pamphlets, and
leaflets, the Detroit Section sponsored an active program
of agitation meetings, public rallies, and social gather-
ings. Ward clubs, organized during the 1877 elections,
continued to hold regular educational meetings in members'
homes. The Eighth Ward Club W.P.U.S., for example,

announced an agitation meeting for Monday, February 11,
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1878, at "J. Johnson's, 3311 Grand River Ave., between

4th and 5th streets." "Workingmen:!" The Socialist admon-

ished, "It is to your own interest to attend these meet-
ings, for it is high time for you to take consideration
of your condition."l
Social events combined agitation with fund raising.
Tickets for the Party's Grand Ball on Christmas Evening,
1877, cost twenty-five cents, “admitting gentleman and

lady." The Socialist reported that the Section cleared

nearly $75 from the ball., Another ball was given a month
later to raise money to support striking New York City
cigarmakers, while proceeds of a similar affair in March,
1878, went for "Agitation purposes.” The Singing Section
of the SLP gave a "Comic Concert" later that month. These
concerts and balls usually charged twenty-five cents ad-
mission, although advertisements for the balls added
"Ladies Admitted Free." (Membership of the Party appears
to have been overwhelmingly male.)42

In September, 1878, a formal Agitation Fund was
established, and proceeds from such social events were
channeled into it. Although this fundraising system did
produce reqular revenues, it was inadequate to support an
active educational program. In May, 1879, for example,
the German Branch of the Detroit Section reported receipts
for the Agitation Fund of $11.66, but Grenell reported a

month later that the Party would have liked to hold
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agitation meetings every night of the week but did not
have enough funds to do so.43

On national holidays such as July 4th, the Party
staged major gatherings which included both speechmaking

and socializing. The Trades, the semi-official national

organ of the Knights of Labor, described the July 4th,
1879, eight hour demonstration sponsored by the Socialist
Labor Party in Detroit as a "complete success,"” while

The Socialist argqued that the large crowds, over two

thousand workers and their families, were evidence of the
movement's growth. Afternoon speakers read the Declara-
tion of Independence and compared it to the SLP Platform.
J. F. Bray addressed the crowds in English, and Gustav
Herzig spoke in German. Bray argued that under socialism
"it would not be necessary to work more than six hours a
day. As more machines were invented the hours would be
reduced perhaps to five or even four." A public resolu-
tion, adopted by vote of the gathering, summarized Bray's
arguments.
Resolved, that we condemn not the use,

but the abuse of forces which ought to con-

serve; that "labor saving" machinery, to be

truly such should save--not starve--the pro-

ducing classes; then machinery would

redound to the benefit of society by reducing

the hours of toil and lightening the burden

of those who are now compelled to produce

wealth for other's enjoyment.
The day's celebration ended with an evening ball attended

by six hundred couples.“
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Participation in socialist-sponsored activities
became a regular part of cocmmunity life. Concerts, balls,
public debates, and educational lectures were primary
forms of entertainment and self-improvement, as well as
political events. This cultural life promoted a vision
of solidarity and class unity. Activists constantly
sought ways to increase social contact and a sense of
community among workers, to expand upon existing tendencies
toward informal cooperation and mutual support. In 1880,
various labor groups rented several rooms on the third
floor of a building in Hilsendengen's Block, corner of
Monroe Avenue and Farrar Street, to serve as a Workingman's
Club Room, "all workingmen having a few hours of spare
time either in day time or in the evening, can go and
amuse themselves in reading, games, or conversation."45

The Workingman's Club Room had a kitchen and a
dining and reading room. Workers could have a good meal
for a dime or a cup of coffee or tea for three cents.
Labor papers were free. Typical events included a soli-
darity meeting for J. P. McDonnell, the Socialist editor

of the Paterson, New Jersey, Labor Standard, jailed for

publishing a letter denouncing conditions in a local
brickyard, and a "Bread and Water Beecher Banquet,” a
reference to Rev. Henry Ward Beecher's alleged assertion
that "a man who cannot live on bread and water is not

£it to live."46
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As the labor movement grew in scope and signifi-
cance, the number of meetings, debates, dances, dinners,
recitals, and dramatic presentations grew correspondingly.
Wider and wider circles of people looked to these events
for amusement and fellowship. But socialists recognized
that work was still the central fact of working class
life. Organization around the issues growing directly out
of work, that is trade union activity, would have to be
central to any effort to reach large numbers of workers
with their message.

Socialists were ambivalent towards the existing

trade unions. On the one hand, a writer in The Socialist

agreed that "Trade Unionists comprise the intelligent
element of the laboring classes." A columnist in the

Detroit Times (another of the successors of The Socialist

started by Grenell, Labadie, and others), argued even more
positively that "the trade union is the school of the
mechanic in the sciences of government fitting him for
leadership in the army of unskilled labor...Out of the
trade unions of America the party of the future i.e., the
SLP is being nursed and fostered, preparatory to the coming
conflict between the many poor and the rich few." But des-
pite their value, unions had limited potential. OCnly
"SOCIALISM strikes at the very root of the labor troubles,
while trade unions are merely designed to be ameliorative

in their character...When the truths of Socialism have
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once permeated our trade union organizations, then--and
not till then--will labor be able to enforce its
demands."47
The socialists' solution to the limitations of
trade unions was what they called "Trade Amalgamation...
the combining of all trades into one gigantic union."
In this way isolated crafts would begin to recognize the
interdependence of all trades. The spirit of class
solidarity would be strengthened as workers developed
greater loyalty to each other, and participated in common
struggles, sympathetic strikes, or united political
activity. One big union would be like a single army--
first a training ground, then the basis for united action.48
Their first venture in trade amalgamation was the
International Labor Union, an alliance of Marxist social-
ists and other labor radicals. The International Labor
Union was designed to be a mass organization uniting
skilled and unskilled workers around a program of immediate
demands and an ultimate goal of abolition of the wage sys-
tem. The organization stressed shorter hours and universal
organization. Socialists hoped that workers would come to
understand the need for socialism as a result of the
International Labor Union's trade union struggles. The

Central Committee included two members from Detroit, and

The Socialist devoted considerable space to the Union's

program and organizing appeals.49
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The International Labor Union failed to attract
large numbers of workers except in a few eastern textile
centers. It was not mentioned in the Detroit labor press
after 1878. But the one big union concept did appeal,
not only to socialists but to a wide variety of reform
oriented workers and trade unionists who found their
craft unions too weak to stand alone against employers.
Where the International Labor Union failed, the Knights
of Labor succeeded, ultimately so well that they dwarfed
the socialists and caused many Detroit activists to con-

clude that the SLP was no lonager relevant,>9

IV. Beyond the SLP: The Knights of Labor

The Knights of Labor began in Philadelphia in 1869
as a secret society of local garment cutters who sought
a new form of organization to supercede the failing
Philadelphia Garment Cutters Association. The idea for
a new type of labor movement came from Uriah S. Stephens,
a veteran garment cutter and trade unionist. Stephens
was convinced that the o0ld style craft union was obsolete;
the isolated craft union was weak and unstable; a wider
basis of solidarity was needed. Stephens stressed the
"benefits of amalgamation®" in a “great brotherhood."

Only in this way could "the complete emancipation of the
wealth producers from the thraldom and loss of wage

slavery..." be realized.3!
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The arguments were remarkably similar to socialist
justifications for the International Labor Union, but the
roots of Stephens' beliefs were in evangelical religion
and Masonic fraternalism. He had trained to be a Baptist
minister, but his family went broke in the panic of 1837,
and he was apprenticed to a tailor. His belief in Chris-
tian brotherhood led him to the anti-slavery movement,
and he campaigned for both Fremont and Lincoln. Stephens
was a Mason, 0dd Fellow, and a Xnight of Pythias. He was
impressed with the stability of fraternal organizations
compared with most labor unions, and the capacitv of
Masonic ritual to command the respect and even awe of its
followers. A working class fraternity, based on the
spirit of Christian brotherhood, united by strict secrecy,
bound by oath to a secret ritual, could cverform all of
the functions of unions, but also educate its members,
and inculcate the kind of loyalty and comradeship which
was necessary for solidarity.s2

It is possible that some Detroit socialists were
already aware of the existence of the Knights of Labor
when Charles Litchman, Grand Scribe of the Knights of
St. Crispin (shoemakers) and Grand Secretary of the
Knights of Labor, came to Detroit in October or November,
1878, to camvaign for the Greenback-Labor ticket and
organize the local Crispins into the Knights of Labor.

Grenell was impressed with Litchman's speech on "Labor
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and Finance." It sounded "socialistic" and Litchman ad-
vocated a system of universal cooperation to do away with
the wage system. Grenell argued that Litchman had failed
to show how Greenbacks would produce cooperation, but he
took Litchman's plea for cooperation as a de facto en-
dorsement of socialism. The speech was very successful
and would help the SLP's recruiting.53

Litchman's meeting with the shoemakers apparently
fell through. According to Labadie's reminiscences, many
shoemakers arrived but the meeting did not take place.
He was instead invited to meet Litchman at the house of
Otis C. Hodgson, a shoemaker. He must have been impressed.
Here was the labor army the socialists were seeking: a
secret brotherhood based on the slogans "An injury to one
is the concern of all" and "Abolition of the wage system.”
Hodgson, Litchman, Labadie and another shoemaker named
Miller organized RKnights of Labor Assembly 901 with
Labadie as Master Workman and Organizer.s‘

By December, 1878, Local Assembly 901 was meeting
regularly. Meeting rooms were rented and meeting dates
announced under the name Washington Literary Society.
The name Knights of Labor was not written or spoken.
When Labadie and Grenell started another labor paper in

January, 1880, to replace The Socialist, they carried the

policy of secrecy into the newspaper's title--in its

masthead appeared only ***, Secrecy provided some
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measure of safety from the very real danger of dismissal.
Hodgson, for example, was fired for union activities in
1880 when he was nominated on the Greenback-Labor ticket
for County Clerk. Secrecy also allowed the organizers
and activists of the local movement to move at a measured
pace. Premature action would be dangerous. An army must
be recruited, trained, disciplined.55

The Knights' program and ritual were impressive to
other socialists and activists as well. The shoemaker
named Miller who had helped to found the local assembly
was probably the same Charles Miller who was a member of
the Central Committee of the International Labor Union.
Within weeks, more than a dozen prominent socialists were
initiated, particularly those from the American Branch.
The religious and quasi-masonic character of the ritual
was not so distant from the spirit of many socialists.

Labadie had insisted in a letter to The Socialist only a

month before that the basis of Communism was simply the
desire to "help one another...it is that soul and mind
destroying selfishness that keeps us from that ideal
system."” The image of Christ as one of the first agita-
tors was common in socialist and other labor literature.
"Not a Section or a trade union," wrote the editor of the

Detroit Labor Review, "but has among the members true

followers of the meek and lowly Galileean who went about

doing good. They read his word reverently; they follow
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his teaching conscientiously.“55

The Knights appealed to the same spirit of noble
salf-sacrifice. Universal organization was an ultimate
goal, but until the influx of members in the mid-eighties,
the Detroit Rnights functioned somewhat like an elite,
the leadership of labor's army who would educate the
masses through agitation and example. The initiation

ceremony in the Adelphon Kruptos combined themes of

Christian service, solidarity, and elevation of labor.
The prosvective candidate was escorted into a dimly lit
room, and standing before the Order's secret symbols, was
asked a series of questions.

Q. Co you believe, and approve of united
effort for the improvement of mankind?

I do.

Q. Do you desire to engage in such united
effort?

I do.

Q. Do you earn your bread by labor?
I do.

Q. Are you willing to bind yourself with
a pledge of honor to secrecy, obediance
and mutual assistance?
I do.

The candidate then promised never to disclose the "signs,

mysteries, arts, privileges or benefits"™ revealed to

him. The symbols were then explained.
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The symbol of the Outer Veil is the Globe

symbolizing the field of our operations

and signifies "universal organization"...

The symbol of the Inner Veil--LANCE OF

DEFENSE.
Finally the Master Workman explained to the new member
the honor and responsibility that membership entailed.

Labor is noble and holy. To defend it

from degradation is a work worthy of the

noblest and best of our race. You have

been selected from among gour associates

for the exalted purpose.5

The men admitted to the Washington Literary Society
took this charge, and their pledge to fulfill it, with
total seriousness. Labadie, normally extremely confident,
wrote Powderly a detailed letter explaining what he had
done after his first trip to organize another local assem-
bly. "This being the first work I have done in organizing,
I'll tell you how I did it and see if I did it all right
or not."98

They approached their task in a systematic manner;
they would build the Knights as a cadre of "the most
reliable material® out of the general labor movement. At
the same time, they organized mass organizations to serve
as a recruiting ground for the Knights and a preliminary
level of organization for the masses of workers. One
pioneer Knight related how they organized the Detroit

Trades Council for those reasons.

some scheme had to be devised by which...
recruits to the K of L...could be got...
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a central body, composed of delegates from

the several trade unions, should be formed.

It was thought in this way the members of

the K of L would come in contact with repre-

sentative trade unionists and use the trades

council as a feeder to the K of L by picking

out the most gssirable ones for membership

in the order.

The influence of the socialists in the early activi-
ties of the Knights in Detroit was decisive. Of the
thirty-eight men known to have been initiated into the
Washington Literary Society in its first few months,
seventeen are identified as SLP members in the socialist
press or other sources. Included in the list of Party
members in addition to Master Workman Labadie were Grenell
and all three of the Party's 1877 electoral candidates:
Simpson, Dolan, and Erb. The composition of both organiza-
tions was very similar. Frank Hirth described the SLP's
membership as "principally cigarmakers, shoemakers,
molders, and musicians--no lawyers or ministers." The
thirty-eight Knights included eleven cigarmakers and nine
shoemakers. All but one was a skilled worker.®69

The pattern of relationship between members of the
two organizations is clearly evident in the portions of
the minutebooks of the Washington Literary Society which
have been preserved. The RKnights had decided to read and
discuss an educational paper at each meeting. At the

January 6, 1879, meeting Master Workman Labadie, a promi-

nent SLP member and member of the SLP National Executive
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the following year, appointed Charles Bell, another promi-
nent Party member to deliver the next paper. Two weeks
later, when Charles Erb, 1877 SLP electoral candidate was
appointed to give the next paper, Adam Stirmer, secretary
of the Cigarmakers' Union and a frequent reporter of

socialist activities in The Socialist, nominated A. Poder,

secretary of the Bohemian Branch of the SLP for membership
in the Rnights; A. Reinke, secretary of the German Branch,
was nominated by Stuermer (same fellow, spelling was hap-
hazard in the minutes). Erb's paper at the next meeting
was titled with the slogan that had introduced Judson
Grenell to socialism, "He who will not work shall not eat."
The next paper reader was Brother Corville, secretary of
the socialists' Eighth Ward Club.61

The relationship between the Knights and the SLP,
nationally as well as locally, became even clearer in 1880,
when the National Executive Board of the SLP was moved to
Detroit. The members of the SLP National Executive Board
formed interlocking directorates with both Local Assembly
901 and with the General (i.e., national) Executive Board
of the Knights of Labor. Philip Van Patten of LA 901
was national secretary of both the SLP and the Knights
General Executive Board. E. A. Stevens of LA 901 was an
SLP organizer who traveled extensively around the country
for the Party and a member of the Knights of Labor General

Executive Board. Labadie was a member of the SLP National
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Executive Board, Master Workman of 901, and President of
the Detroit Trades Council. Grenell, also a member of the
SLP National Executive Board, was an officer both in LA 901
and the Trades Council. Finally, on the national level,
Powderly, Grand Master Workman of the Knights of Labor,
was a Party member . 62

Not all the Knights of Labor were socialists. A
few were philosophically conservative, but nearly all the
Knights' future Detroit leaders were closely associated
with leading socialists in Local Assembly 901 for several
years. When Lyman Brant or Hugh McClelland later became
candidates of the Labor Party, they had not been converted
to socialism, but they had spent four years addressing men
like Labadie and Grenell, Dolan, Simpson, and Erb as
"Brother Knight." They had been intimately exposed to
socialist arguments and had adopted concepts like the labor
theory of value or the producer cooperative even if they
had not accepted socialist theory as a whole.%3

The SLP thus exercised an influence within the
Knightslof Labor, both locally and nationally, far out of
proportion to their numbers. This was not the result of
any conspiracy to take over the organization, as Powderly
charged later after he had repudiated radicalism. The
Knights and the SLP drew on the same constituency. Acti-
vists were attracted to both organizations because both

addressed themselves to the fundamental issues that had
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aroused them in the first place. Labor reformers who
followed the populist strategy of the producer class bore
no particular malice toward socialists in the early 1880's
(as some did later on). They respected socialists as
honest, courageous and sincere labor reformers whose major
error was a bit too much idealism. As one Detroit advocate
of cooperation (as an alternative reform) explained, "the
ulterior objectives” of the SLP would be "a work of time."
He supported the Party's platform but "the efforts of the
party should be directed to some more nractical object
than seems at present to be aimed at." Socialists saw
the Knights of Labor as the embodiment of their vision of
labor solidarity. Many, particularly among the American
Branch, had come to socialism through the kind of religious
humanitarianism that was the basis of the Knights. Their
orientation was moral and practical, not ideological.64
Indeed, as the Knights prospered, many of the key
socialist agitators in Detroit began to wonder whether
the Knights more closely reflected their socialist vision
than the SLP did. By 1881, just as the Knights of Labor
were really taking off in Michigan (K.L. membership in
Michigan increased from 73 in 1881 to 1,023 in 1882),
many Party members were questioning the future of the SLP.

A correspondent to the Labor Review feared that socialism

was dead in 2America. The Labor Review admitted that the

"Party may have spent its force" and that it was "an
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insignificant minority as yet."65

The problem, according to Labor Review correspondents

critical of the Party, was that it had become impractical,
so absorbed in internal debates over political economy and
strategy that it ignored the masses of workers who faced
immediate problems and sought effective solutions. The
blame, according to critics, lay with the Germans who
treated politics more as a matter of theology than a process
of practical change.

“The Socialist Labor Party must become practical in

its methods," the Labor Review said. "It needs body and

strength as well as purity."

Principles cannot be spread effectively

unless the members quit dreaming and dis-

puting among themselves, and go actively

to work in making converts...We are in

danger of becoming a mutual admiration

society. Let us pay some attention to the

outside majority.
A letter from a rural Michigan woman to the Party's Execu-
tive symbolized how the concentration of the Party's
efforts among its German sympathizers separated it from
"the outside majority." The woman wanted to learn about
socialism: "there is a profound ignorance in this section
of the subject...I do not understand any language but the
English and have looked almost in vain for help...a seeker
after truth."” It is certainly ironic testimony to the
Party's image that such a seeker felt the need to apolo-

gize for speaking English in an English speaking country.66
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"The movement was too purely German," wrote a Cin-
cinnati correspondent. "It must be Americanized." One way

to do this, according to the editor of the Labor Review

(Labadie or Grenell) was to address the immediate demands
of Detroit workers.

Let us be practical. Let present conditions
engage our attention. The "Ameliorative
Measures"” some of our comrades denounce are
directly in the line of progress from bar-
barism to socialism. It is natural that
these subjects should engage the attention
of workingmen, they are wrongs easily dis-
cernable and their solution is not difficult.
State Prison Convict Contract Labor has no
such bad effect on the labor market as many
imagine; but that it does effect wages to
the detriment of free labor is undeniable.
Eight hours is no panacea for all our ills;
but it will be an excellent thing to obtain.
The same may be said of the inspection of
worksh?ps, food and dwelling--all will do
good.6

But whenever these issues were raised, German stal-
warts denounced them as reformist palliatives and accused
their advocates of weakness and desertion of principle.
Labadie and Grenell had already encountered this attitude
when some of the pamphlets published by their Socialist
Tract Society were criticized for ideological wavering.
The issue surfaced again in 1880 when the Party's American
Branch enthusiastically supported the Greenback ticket of
Weaver and Chambers. The supporters of the alliance saw
it as a means of winning over potential sympathizers, but

local "kickers," as the critics were called, denounced
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socialists who worked in the Greenback campaign.68

Advocates of the policy of endorsing Weaver pointed
out that the Greenbackers contained working class elements
whose support of labor and denunciation of monopoly was
almost word-for-word identical with the socialist platform.
The working class Greenbackers would eventually come in
conflict with the middle class elements in the Greenback
Party. As Van Patten, one of the instigators of the alli-
ance, explained to Powderly, "The Greenback Party is
rapidly approaching its own crisis when the middle class
conservatives will object to the ascendancy of the Labor
Movement in general."”™ Until then, they must support the
Greenbackers . %°

Van Patten campaigned for the Weaver ticket in

Detroit; Labadie and Grenell expanded the Labor Review

from a monthly to a weekly during the campaign. When a
rally of one thousand Weaver supporters was broken up by
police and the speakers arrested, Van Patten led a protest
meeting of fifteen hundred on the same spot and dared city
authorities to arrest him as well. Henrvy Poole and John
Goldring, SLP members, were placed on the local Greenback
slate. Mass support for the Greenback ticket and the
close working alliance seemed to confirm the wisdom of
Greenback-Socialist cooperation.7°

Yet the kickers went so far in their opposition to

the alliance that Van Patten feared a split in the SLP and
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threatened to resign as National Secretary of the Party,
if it came to that. The Germans opposed the alliance Van
Patten told Powderly, but "the English speaking Socialists
are enthusiastic to support Weaver and Chambers."”

I fear we will have a split--and I shall

feel strongly inclined to resign. Certainly

I cannot as a consistent Socialist oppose

the Greenback Party when their Platform

enunciates the foundation principles of

Social Democracy--"That it is the duty of

government to guarantee to th9 man of labor

the full result of his toil."’l

Who exactly was doing the kicking and why they were
kicking is not completely clear--evidence is scanty. Van
Patten wrote Powderly that the kickers were Germans who
*were afraid that the Greenback Party is managed by men
who care more for political success than for the Labor
Movement.” But the dissension seems to have been more
than just tactical. Van Patten also reported that the
Germans were suspicious of the Knights. Emotions clearly
ran high on both sides.’?

In September, 1880, the Detroit kickers started a
rival labor paper, the Bulletin, in competition with the

Labor Review because of the Labor Review's support for

Greenbackism. The Labor Review bitterly denounced the

kickers:

There is a class in the Social Labor Party
so pure (?) immaculate (?) and perfect (?)

that if a person deviates in the least par-
ticular from the path they have laid out

as the only true, correct and regular one
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...he is at once denoungsd as a traitor and
one who has "sold out.”

The experiences of the 1880 campaign reinforced
convictions that the German kickers were hopelessly im-
practical--more concerned with doctrinal purity than
results. Labadie, Grenell, and the other socialists who
went into the Knights of Labor were far removed from the
talmudic spirit they found in SLP ideologues. Grenell
felt such "stiff-backed socialists...have closed their
eyes to all the experiences of the world. Only steo by
step has the human race made advances." While the "stiff
backs" argued that reform would diminish class conscious-
ness, Grenell believed that just the opposite was the
case.

The ignorant and down-trodden are far less

liable to demand their rights than the

intelligent and more prosperous. Every law

and custom that will tend to a more equitable

division of the joint products of labor and

capital will help to create a desire for still
greater justice, until ;inally...profits can

be entirely eliminated. 4

Gradually the Knights of Labor socialists, like
Labadie and Grenell, began to reduce their participation
in Party activities. They continued socialist agitation,
but within the Knights. The Party lost its most energetic
and capable organizers. In 1883, the Party's national

leaders repeatedly addressed inquiries to the Detroit

Section, but apparently received no replies. The National
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Executive wanted to know what was wrong.

Not having received any official communica-
tion yet from Section Detroit...asking the
comrades in Detroit why they remain in a
constant silence, though Detroit has hitherto
been considered one of our best standing sec-
tions...We therefore hope that the Detroit
comrades will not stand back in the struggle
for our cause.

They were not standing back, but the men who had
made Detroit one of the Party's most active sections were
now devoting their eneragies to the Knights of Labor. The
Party may be dead, the Labor Review speculated, "but

socialism is a living idea, and can never die!"76

The SLP survived, maintaining some influence in the
German neighborhoods, but it never regained the dynamism
or following it had had in the late 1870's. 1In 1887, the
Party reportedly had eighty to one hundred members. By
1883, in contrast, Detroit had sixteen functioning Knights
of Labor Assemblies with 797 members, and in July, 1886,
Knights of Labor Detroit District Assembly reported 4,679
members. The Rnights of Labor had produced the Labor
army the socialists had hoped for, but in the process the
SLP was reduced to a peripheral role. The Knights of
Labor Assemblies, growing in both size and number, took
over most of the educational and cultural activities the
SLP had directed in earlier days. But although the SLP
suffered, the socialist ideal of class solidarity did not.

Labadie, Grenell, and the other SLP activists who left
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the Party helped to transmit its beliefs to a far wider

audience. For a time the Knights of Labor looked as

though it micht make socialist dreams become reality.77
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Chapter 4
NOTES

1. Recent works such as Jeremy Brecher's Strike
(Greenwich, Conn.: Fawcett, 1974) have once again raised
the question of the relationship between spontaneity and
organization. Brecher argues that organization, even
specifically left organization, inhibits the development
of mass spontaneity and protest: "in the past fifty
years...the official left organizations--whether liberal,
socialist, or Communist--have consistently blocked the
efforts of workers to take direct power over production.”
The contrast between the European model of socialist
politics and the American model is deceiving, according
to Brecher, because "when European workers acted in a
revolutionary manner, they did so against these organiza-
tions." (p. 384) E. J. Hobsbawm ("Shou the Poor Organ-
ize?"” New York Review of Books, March, 1978) argues that
the recent resurgence of this theory of anti-organization
is part of the secular crisis of western society in which
both socialists and capitalists "are at a loss...to under-
stand their future, and...puzzled by the failure of their
theorists and prophets." While Hobsbawm concedes part of
the criticism of organization (organizations may inhibit
protest at certain times, and leaders of organizations
may substitute themselves for the masses they represent),
he demonstrates that such criticism does not obviate the
need for organization: "“organizations of the left may at
such times be blamed for recommending the wrong policies,
but right or wrong, they are the only bodies which can
formulate policies for the poor, and with luck, make them
effective. They are essential for those who want to im-
prove society, because for them the problem is not to get
more or less of the same, but something different." Thus,
the relationship between spontaneity and organization is
dialectical. Organization can stifle mass activity, but
it is only where spontaneity does lead to effective organ-
ization that protest transcends the level of spontaneous
reaction.

2, Detroit's first union, Typographical Union

No. 18, was organized as a local body in 1848 and joined
the International in 1852. By the mid-1860's, there were
more than a dozen trade unions and a Trades Assembly with
a reported membership of 5,000 which intervened success-
fully in local politics. The movement declined rapidly
in the late 1860's and the Trades Assembly disbanded
around 1870. Supporters were unable to reorganize it
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and several attempts to replace it with similar city labor
federations also failed. See: SBLS, 1884, p. 74; Labor
Day Gazette, 1891, LC; Thomas M, Dolan to David Boyd,
3u§y 9, 1900, LC; Detroit Labor Leaders File, "looking
Backward, " by John Drew, LC; Labor Day Review, 1892, LC.

3. Detroit Trades Council File, LC; Joseph Labadie
to T. V. Powderly, December 7, 1879, TVP.

4. James B. McFeely to Terence V. Powderly, Novem-
ber (?) (illegible), 1876, TVP.

5. The Socialist (Chicago), December 7, 1878;
Januarv 11, 1879.

6. The effects of the 1870's depression on national
union membership are discussed in Foster Rhea Dulles,
Labor in America (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1968),
P. 112 and Philip S. Foner, History of the Labor Movement
in the United States, Volume 1 (New York: International,

1972), pp. 439-440.

7. Michigan Federation of Labor 1915 Yearbook:
Labor Day Review, 1892, LC; Detrolt Trades Council File,
IC.

8. The Socialist, December 8, 1877; January 5,
1878; January 12, 1878; January 19, 1878; December 7,
1878; January 11, 1879; "Constitution of the Detroit
Labor league,” LC; Detroit Evening News, September 5, 1887.

9. Detroit Trades Council File, LC; Knights of
Labor-Michigan File, LC.

10. Labor Review, October 23, 1880.

ll. Detroit Labor Leaders Data Bank (an amalgamation
of all available biographical information compiled by the
author). Major sources for the 1860's and 1870's include:
Minutes of the Washington Literary Society, The Socialist,
Thomas Dolan to David Boyd, July 9, 1900, LC.

12. Joseph Labadie to T. V. Powderly, December 7,
1879, TVP.

13. Michigan Federation of Labor Yearbook, 1896,
pp. 16-7; ~"The Labor Champions,® newspaper clipping,
c. 1886, Ross Scrapbooks, Volume 1, p. 17-20, Burton His-
torical Collections, Detroit Public Library; undated
clipping c. 1889 in AFL-History File, LC; clipping from
Detroit Evening News, September 6, 1891, in Detroit Trades
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Council File, LC; clipping from Detroit Post and Tribune, ~
October 17, 1880, in Detroit Trades Council File, LC.

Labadie's influence rested as much with his informal
stature as unofficial exponent, spokesman, and movement
intellectual as with his formal positions. In addition
to editorial duties on various labor papers, he wrote a
weekly column entitled "Cranky Notes"” from the late 1870's
through 1889 which discussed his own evolving theories of
society as well as news and practical advice. He often
spoke several nights a week to educational forums, agita-
tion meetings, and political gatherings. Various national
figures from Powderly to Richard T. Ely, University of
Wisconsin professor of political economy who authored
several widely read books on the labor movement and re-
lated problems, consulted him for opinions and information.
See: Sidney Fine, "The Ely-Labadie Letters," Michigan
History, Vol. 36, No. 1, pp. 1-32. For a discussion of a
similar figure, Joseph P. McDonnell, see: Herbert Gutman,
"Class, Status, and the Gilded Age Radical: A Reconsider-
ation" in Work, Culture, and Socie in Industrializing
America (New York: 1977), Pp. 535-§§§

14, Conflict between the Knights of Labor and the
AFL was the central theme of the Wisconsin School of labor
historians (followers of John R. Commons), notably Selig
Perlman, author of the section in Commons' History of Labor
in the United States (New York: MacMillan, 1318) on the
Rnights and the origins of the AFL. Works by such his-
torians as Gerald Grob (Workers and Utopia, Chicago:
Quadrangle, 1969) and Philip Taft (Taft's work is summar-
ized in Labor History, Winter, 1978, an entire issue de-
voted to him) follow closely the Commons-Perlman perspec-
tive. Norman Ware (The Labor Movement in the United States,
New York: Vintage, copyright 1929) does not accept Perl-
man's prejudice in favor of the AFL but also structures
his discussion of the period around the conflict between
the Knights and the trade unions. Ware generally concurs
in the negative assessment of the socialists placing
central blame for Knights of Labor policies he feels were
incorrect on a group of socialists in the Home Club cen-
tered in New York. Philip Foner (History of the Labor
Movement in the United States, Vols. 1 and Z, New York:
International, 1947, 1955) gives a much fuller and more
sympathetic description of the socialists, but despite
criticisms of Gompers and craft conservatism, generally
accepts the most important part of the Commons-Perlman
thesis, e.g., that trade unionism was more progressive
than the Knights of Labor. Perhaps the best indication of
the kind of emphasis which has prevailed is the fact that
there is no book length organizational history of the
Knights of Labor.
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15. Labadie to Judson Grenell, undated c. 1920's,
1C; Michigan Federation of Labor Yearbook, 1896, pp. 16-
7: "The Labor Champions," op. cit. Labadie in later years
enjoyed embellishing his past. In a letter to a well
wisher in 1923, he described himself as "an unschooled
man" raised among the Indians. Labadie to Mrs. H. E.
Beadle, January 16, 1923, LC.

16. Detroit Evening News, September 5, 1887.

17. Ibid.; Detroit Labor Leaders File, LC.

18. Judson Grenell, Autobiography, unpublished manu-
script (Clearwater, Florida, I§§U§, Michigan State Univer-

sity Archives and Historical Collections, pp. 30-1. "Pub-
bing Elbows with Peovle Worthwhile--XXVI--Charles Erb,"
by Grenell, undated clipping, c. 1905, in Detroit Labor
Leaders File, IC; Detroit Evening News, September 5, 1887.

19. Grenell, pp. 23, 28-9, 31.

20. "Rubbing Elbows with People Worthwhile," op. cit.
21. Grenell, p. 30.

22, Grenell, p. 32; The Socialist, June 14, 1879.

23. The Socialist, December 8, 1877; March 23, 1878;
Grenell, p. 34; "Men Who Make Your Cigars,"” clipping in
Detroit Labor Leaders File, LC.

24. Grenell, po. 1, 32.

25. The Socialist, June 14, 1879; Socialist Labor
Party of America Records (microfilm edition), State His-
torical Society of Wisconsin, 1970: outgoing corresvon-
dence, September 19, 1883 and October 10, 1883; flyer
c. 1880 advertising Socialist Tract Society; The Trades,
April 10, 1880.

26. Grenell, p. 32; The Socialist, April 20, 1878.

27. Grenell, p. 32; The Socialist, September 28,
1878; December 8, 1877.

28. Detroit Free Press, September 28, 1877. Erb
was born in Detroit of foreign parents. The newspaper
described him as Dutch, but this was probably slang for
German.
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29. SBLS, 1884, p. 143. Stephen Thernstrom estimates
that 25 percent of Boston's workers could not vote in this
period because they had not been in the city long enough
to meet residency requirements. "Socialism and Social
Mobility" in Laslett and Lipset, Failure of a Dream?
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday-Anchor, 1974), p. 516.

30. Grenell, p. 33; The Socialist, April 5 and 12,
1879, gives detailed and convincing accounts of these
practices in one Chicago election.

31. Detroit Free Press, November 7, 8, 1877; Gre-
nell, p. 33; Labadie to T. V. Powderly, Cecember 7, 1879,
TVP.

32. Bulletin of the Social Labor Movement, Vol. 1,
No. 14, Pecember and January, 1881.

33. Detroit Free Press, May 23, 1878. The SLP pro-
gram called for nationalization of all means of production,
trangportation, and communication, not just telegraphs,
canals, and railroads. As the reference to coolies re-
veals, the SLP supported Chinese exclusion. A few party
members wrote letters to The Socialist arguing that the
Chinese should have as much right to immigrate as anyone
else. Capitalists, critics of exclusion argued, not
Chinese laborers, should be blamed for falling wages. Des-
pite these notable exceptions, The Socialist usually ex-
hibited a racist attitude toward Chinese workers, even
to the extent of carrying rather crudely racist anti-
Chinese jokes.

34. The Socialist, May 18, 1878.

35. Ibid.

36. Ibid.

37. Ibid., May 11, 1878.

38. Labadie to Powderly, December 7, 1879, TVP.

39. The Socialist, May 11, 1879; June 8, 1878;
Labor Review, August, 188l; September, 1881.

40. The Socialist, February 16, 1878.

41. Ibid., February 9, 1878.

42, Ibid., December 8, 1877; January 12, 1878:
February 1%, 1878; March 23, 1878. The only reference



189

to female SLP members in Detroit is a report of a Christmas
Ball in the January 12, 1878 issue of The Socialist. The
tone suggests that thxs Women's Section was an unofficial
women's auxiliary of "wives, sisters, and sweethearts."

43. The Socialist, September 28, 1878; May 3, 1879;
June 14, 1879.

44. The Trades, July 12, 1879; The Socialist,
July 12, 1879

45. Three Stars, January, 1880; February, 1880.

46. Labor Review, March 1880. David Montgomery,
Beyond Equality (New York: Vintage, 1972), p. 230. 1In
the mid-eighties, the Detroit Labor leaf office served
the same functions as the Workingmen's Club Room of 1880.
People gathered around the clock to talk and tramping
workers used the office for emergency shelter.

47. The Socialist, March 16, 1878; Detroit Times,
April 10, I88I; The Socialist, January 12, 1878.

48. The SOCialist, January 12, 1878; January 19,
1878; Detroit szes, May 8, 1881,

49. Foner, History of the Labor Movement in the
United States, Vol. 1, pp. 500-2; The National Socialist,
June 15, 1878; The Socialist, February 16, 1878; January
19, 1878.

50. Foner, op. cit., pp. 503-4.

51. Ware, The Labor Movement in the United States,
pe. 22-3, 28, 74.

52. Ware, . cit., pp. 26-9; Foner, op. cit.,
op. 435-37. A n er of socialist sources from around
the turn of the century claimed Stephens met members of
the First International on travels to Europe in the 1860's,
and he was given a copy of the works of Marx by Eccarius.
Commons accepted this view; Ware disputed it. The evi-
dence is flimsy, but of course, that does not prove the
legend false.

53. The Socialist, October 19, 1878; Knights of
Labor-Michigan File, LC, especially 1926 typewritten
account of Joseph Labadie. There is some confusion about
when Litchman came to Detroit and the details of his visit.
Grenell described the October, 1878 speech but said nothing
about the Knights of Labor. This is not surprising since
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the Knights were secret, and Grenell may not yet have been
initiated. Labadie's 1926 account (he was 76) puts the
meeting with the Crispins in November, 1879, a lapse of
memory clearly contradicted by other evidence. An account
published in 1887 puts Litchman's meeting and the founding
of the K. of L. LA 901 in November, 1878. Anne Inglis,
curator of the Labadie Collection in the 1920's, believed
that Litchman came to Detroit several times and that
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54. Knights of Labor-Michigan File, LC.

55. Minutes of the Washington Literarv Society, LC;
***,  LC; Labor Review, October 2, 1880; October 9, 1880.

56. The National Socialist, June 15, 1878; Minutes
of the Washington Literary Society, LC; The Socialist,
October 19, 1878; Labor Review, March, 1882. Grenell's
Baptist heritage should be recalled. He came to Detroit
to work on the Michigan Christian Herald, which his minis-
ter brother had helped organize and was employed there
from 1876 to 1879. See also: Herbert Gutman, "Protestant-
ism and the American Labor Movement: The Christian Spirit
in the Gilded Age," in Work, Culture and Society in Indus-
trializing America, pp. 79-117.

57. Adelphon Kruptos (n.d.), LC.

58. Joseph Labadie to T. V. Powderly, February 24,
1880, TVP.
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alliance between the SLP and the Greenbackers was arranged.
By 1887, Powderly had repudiated socialism and labor radi-
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that he had accepted the card simply as a gift out of
personal courtesy to Van Patten, and he had never really
been a socialist. Ware and others have accepted Powderly's
story, but he was clearly lying. A number of Detroit SLP
members testified to Powderly's active participation be-
tween 1880 and 1882. The evidence is clear: Van Patten
to Powderly, August 13, 1880: “From your letter I judge
that you wish to remain a member of the SLP."” Detroit
Evening News, September 16, 1887: Henry Kummerfeld, who
was treasurer of the SLP National Executive when it was in
Detroit, ridiculed Powderly's story. He personally remem-
bered opening Powderly's letters with §1 dues. Powderly
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Chapter 5
THE GROWTH OF WORKING CLASS INSTITUTIONS
IN DETROIT, 1880-1886

I. Unions

The SLP's political campaigns and social events,
the Party's recruitment of English speaking individuals,
the founding of Knights of Labor Assembly 901, and the
organization of the Trades Council were the first stages
in the creation of the infrastructure of a revitalized
labor movement based on values of solidarity and opposi-
tion to the existing industrial system. The scope, com-
plexity, and range of workers' organizations increased
throughout the early 1880's, so that by 1885 or 1886
there was a network of interrelated institutions which
recruited workers on a class basis and provided for a
wide enough variety of workers' needs that activists and
supporters could function much like participants in a
counterculture--working, agitating, learning, socializing,
shooping, and relaxing within a cultural milieu that was
consistent with their convictions. This pattern of broad
concurrent participation in a variety of organizations
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whose functions went far beyond those of collective bar-
gaining is the best evidence for the existence of what I
have called the subculture of opposition. While the num-
ber of active participants was never more than a fraction
of the city's wage workers, that proportion grew steadily
in the early 1880's, and the increasing numbers of parti-
cipants exercised wider and wider influence beyond their
own ranks, and thus laying the basis for the explosive
expansion of the movement in 1886.

The unions formed the initial base of this network
of subsidiary organizations. The Labor Party, the work-
ingmen's militia, the labor press, the cooperatives
depended upon union support for their survival. As union
membership expanded and the unions were increasingly in-
fluenced by the growing spirit of reform, they were in-
creasingly willing and able to provide such support. At
the same time-union participation in a broader range of
activities accelerated the process of internal change
within the unions. Unions became more willing to assist
each other, more aggressive in organizing their own trades,
more interested in organizing other crafts, and more will-
ing to expend time and energy on member education.

The Detroit Trades Council, for example, started
small in March, 1880, amidst some of the same kinds of
bickering which had destroyed the Labor League,1 but when

iron molders at the Detroit Stove Works went out on strike
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in May, the Trades Council endorsed the strike and was
able to raise $88.70 in strike supvort from the other
unions within the first week of the strike. Two weeks
later, the Council's contributions to the striking molders
had reached $152.80. By the end of June, the Typographi-
cal Union, which had refused to endorse the Labor League
Constitution a year and a half earlier because of opvosi-
tion to the principle of strike support for other unions,
voted $25 for the ironmolders. A benefit picnic held by
the Trades Council at the beginning of July netted another
$60 for the Ironmolders' Union. A few days later, the
Ironmolders returned to work victorious with a S5 percent
wage increase.? The Trades Council's ability to mobilize
widespread support for the Ironmolders contrasted sharply
with the failure of the Labor League.3 Membership in the
Ironmolders' Union tripled from 50 to 150 as a result of
the success and reached 250 by October.4
Other unions reported similar increases in 1880:
the Cigarmakers from 15 in February to 250 in October;
the Painters from 85 in April to 150 in October; the
Cabinetmakers, organized in February, 170 in October.
The Trades Council had thirteen affiliated unions (out
of sixteen in the city) in October--up from six in April
--and by January, 1881, Philip Van Patten and Thomas
Dolan of the SLP had organized seven more new unions and

the Trades Council had twenty-four member unions. By
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April, 1881, Francis Egan of the Printers, new President
of the Trades Council, reported thirty-one member unions
and claimed a membership of four thousand.’

Local socialists were the most energetic advocates
of the Trades Council and helped to organize many of the
constituent unions. Officers rotated frequently, but
about half of the officers elected during the Council's
first year were SLP members. E. W. Simpson became the
first recording secretary, Labadie served as both corres-
ponding secretary and president at various times, Philip
Van Patten also occupied the position of corresponding
secretary, and Adam Stuermer was treasurer. The organi-
zation was not, however, simply a Party front. The first
president, Francis Egan, was a Republican. Egan was re-
placed by Labadie in October, 1880, but was reelected the
following spring. The Council expressed its independence
of the Party when it denied the Party's request to march
in the Council's public demonstration in October, 1880,
although it encouraged individual Party members to march
with their unions. A number of socialists supported the
decision against the Party agreeing that the Trades
Council could not be too closely identified with any
party if it hoped to appeal to all of Detroit's workers.
The Council thus sought to be a broad based representative
6

of all the city's organized workers.

By the fall of 1880, the Trades Council was strong
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enough to make a public show of strength. Their demon-
stration, held on the evening of October 19, 1880, drew

fifteen hundred participants.7 The Detroit Post and Tri-

bune, one of the city's more conservative daily newspapers,
found the display of union power disconcerting. "To the

outsider there is something mysterious in the movement . * 8
Perhaps as a gesture of defiance, leading the parade as
Grand Marshall was William Kydd who had been fired from
Fales Brothers, paper dealers, for union activities three

9 Each of the Trades Council's member unions

weeks before.
joined the parade along with four marching bands, a con-
tingent of Detroit Stove Works laborers expressing grati-
tude for the Council's support in their recent strike,

and another contingent of unorganized laborers and trades-
men. Banners and transparencies carried by various unions
indicated the range of social reforms the unions sought.
The RKnights of St. Crispin (shoemakers) declared "Children
Belong in Schools Not in the Factories” and suggested an
anticapitalist perspective with the slogan "Stop the
Robbery. Labor Must Have All Its Products!" The Machin-
ery Molders urged "Bread and Water for Idle Speculation,
Not for Mechanics," a reference to Henry Ward Beecher's
sermon. The Ironmolders expressed opposition to contract
labor by prisoners with a banner reading “"Free Labor,

No Convict Labor."” Several unions argued that higher

wages would benefit society in general, not just the
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workers receiving the higher pay. The Machinery Molders,
for example, linked general prosperity with workers'
wages: "Prosperity Means Fair Wages."” The Iron Molders
thought that improvements in the workers' conditions were
the measure of progress: "Human Progress Requires the
Elevation of Labor." The Painters argued the converse,
that "Low Wages Mean Degradation and Crime." The Typo-
graphical Union indicated its acceptance of the doctrine
of solidarity: "The Trades Council is the Workingman's
Legislature,” "Mutual Aid," "Amalgamate." The Cigarmakers
defended the eight hour day: "8 Hours A Day Means An
Increase in Pay.'lo
The Typographical Union's description of the Trades
Council as a workers' legislature is suggestive of the
scope of the Council's activities. The Council was sup-
ported by dues from its constituent unions based on their
membership, one cent per member per month. Each union was
allowed to send six delegates to the meetings which were
held every other week.ll The meetings typically involved
reports of activities and the state of the trade by each
union, some practical questions of immediate concern to
the Council as a whole, issues of a more theoretical
nature or educational presentations on various topics. 1In
1880, in addition to writing and ratifying its Constitu-
tion, expanding its organizing efforts, aiding the Iron-

molders, and staging the Fall demonstration, the Council
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passed a resolution of support for California Workingmen's
Party leader Denis Kearney, made plans to welcome Charles
Litchman who was passing through Detroit on another speak-
ing tour, discussed the importation of Canadian workers

by local employers, and heard presentations on the topic
of cooperation (i.e., formation of producers' coopera-
tives).12 The following year the organization formed an
arbitration committee to settle disputes with local employ-
ers, invited local labor orator Richard Trevellick to speak
on the mission of the labor movement, endorsed the Detroit
Times (another of Labadie and Grenell's weeklies) as its
official paper, heard a temperance presentation by Andrew
Forbes, the President of the Seamen's Union, received word
of renewed difficulties at the Detroit Stove Works and a
strike at the Pullman Car Works, and helped to found a
local labor party.13 The Council's activities thus repre-
sented all of the types of problems and ideas which were
of concern to union activists. Particularly striking was
the continued emphasis on educational lectures--meetings
were not simply bureaucratic affairs. By 1884, formal
lectures or group discussions on ideological topics had
become an accepted part of every meeting. An article in

the Labor Leaf in December, 1884, listed recent discussion

questions which had included the "Malthusian Theory of

population, tariff, hours of labor, employment of children

in workshops, and prison manaqement.'l‘
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The character and quality of the Trades Council
was reflective of the temperaments of the individuals
chosen as delegates. With six delegates per union,
Council meetings were large affairs including a cross
section of the labor movement and almost all possible
ideological viewpoints, but the more militant and cpmmit-
ted activists were present to a disproportionate degree.
There is very little evidence of intense competition within
unions for the office of Council Delegate. Indeed, elec-
tions for Council delegates are rarely mentioned in the
labor press, union publications, or daily newspapers,
although election contests for most other union offices
were widely discussed and often hotly contested. It seems
likely, then, although there is not enough evidence to say
for sure, that some union leaders viewed the vrospect of
regular attendance at the Council as an obligation, not
an honor, and many delegates were volunteers who were en-
thusiastic about the ideas of trade amalgamation and
solidarity.

The attitudes of individual unions towards the
concept of trade amalgamation or the kinds of programs
pursued by the Trades Council varied from extremely con-
servative unions who rejected the whole concept of soli-
darity and refused to affiliate in any way with other
unions, to revolutionary unions who considered the Trades

Council far too cautious and conciliatory in its tone
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and perspective. While the overall ideological balance
within the trade unions was clearly shifting to the left
during the early 1880's, it is important to recognize the
continuation of this ideological spectrum.

At one extreme was the Brotherhood of Locomotive
Engineers, who rejected not only Trades Council affilia-
tion but almost all alliances with other organizations,
practiced exclusionary membership policies, and campaigned
in favor of political candidates opposed by the other
unions. The Brotherhood described its goals in lofty
moral tones, but membership rules explicitly emphasized
the desire for exclusiveness. The objects of the organi-
zation were "to combine the interests of locomotive engi-
neers, to elevate their standing...and to elevate their
character as men." Membership was limited to white men,
over twenty-one years of age, who could read and write
and were "of good moral character" and "temperate habits.”
Members had to be employed as engineers at the time of
application and have at least one year's experience as
an engineer.ls

The membership requirements were designed to pre-
serve locomotive engineers as an elite craft. The limi-
tations of race..sex, and age are cbvious, while the
exclusionary intent of such euphemisms as "good moral
character” are only slightly less clear. The employment

and experience requirements are more subtle. When the
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Brotherhood was able to gain union shop agreements from
management, these requirements gave them effective control
over entrance into the craft. Only union members could
be hired under a union shop agreement, but one could not
join the union unless currently employed as an engineer.
Together the union shop and the employment requirement
for union membership could be used to limit access to
the craft and prevent companies from promoting firemen,
switchmen, or other railroad workers to engineer. Any
hiring would have to come out of the existing pool of
union engineers.16
The conservative character of the Detroit BLE was
perhaps best illustrated by its conduct during the 1884
elections. Detroit Typographical Union 18 had undertaken
a vigorous campaign against Gen. Alger, the Rspublican

candidate for governor, because Alger, as owner of the

Detroit Post and Tribune, refused to hire union printers

and forbade any printers in his employ from joining the
union. The Typo's action was endorsed by the Trades

Council, and the Labor leaf received numerous pledges to

help defeat Alger from various Detroit unions and unions
around the state, but the BLE actively campaigned in
favor of Alger. His opponent, incumbent governor Josiah
Begole, had been a Greenbacker and was considered to be
more sympathetic to unions than any previous Michigan

governor, but Begole had angered the engineers when he
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failed to seek the Brotherhood's endorsement for an
appointment to the state's railroad commission.l7

The Progressive Cigarmakers Union No. 21 was repre-
sentative of the other end of the ideological spectrum.
A spokesman for the organization explained to the Labor
Leaf in 1885 that, as a matter of principle, the union
had no president. Leadership duties were rotated with a
new chairman elected at every meeting. "“The organization
is very democratic believing that the will of the majority,
unrestricted, is the sole power to govern."18 The only
regular officer, Secretary Henry Schulte, was active in
the revolutionary anarchist International Working People's
Association (which had two sections and about one hundred
active members in Detroit.)l? sSchulte and the Progressive
Cigarmakers were also instrumental in the formation of the
Central Labor Union in 1886, a primarily German city labor
federation with a forthrightly anticapitalist perspective.
Schulte was elected English Recording Secretary of the CLU
and chaired the CLU's first agitation meeting at which the
topic of discussion was "the brutal acts of the capitalis-
tic class against labor orqanizations.'zo

This revolutionary perspective did not, however,
distract the Progressive Cigarmakers from immediate prac-
tical programs. The union charged weekly dues of fifteen

cents out of which they financed a comprehensive benefit

program. Strikes had to be approved by a two-thirds
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vote of the entire membership of the International Union.
If approved, striking members received strike pay of five
dollars per week. Sick workers got four dollars per week
from the local for the first eight weeks out of work and
two dollars per week for an additional eight weeks. The
union paid a death benefit of thirty dollars to widows of
members to assist with funeral expenses, and it loaned
money out of its treasury to unemployed members. The
union also provided a security guarantee to merchants who
extended credit to unemployed members. A union spokes-
man noted that the default on such loans and credits to
unemployed members was less than 10 percent, an indication
of member loyalty. The radical posture of the Progres-
sives did not isolate them from other unions. Schulte,
who had occupied all of the offices from Corresponding
Secretary to President in Cigarmakers Union No. 22 prior
to the formation of the Progressives, was subsequently
elected Recording Secretary, Financial Secretary, and
President of the Trades Council, Master Workman of the
Knights of Labor Local Assembly 2348, and Recording
Secretary of Knights of Labor District Assembly 50,21
Schulte's acceptance by the Trades Council was one
indication of the radicalization of the union movement in
Detroit. By 1885, the Trades Council seated him as a
delegate of the IWPA, a reversal of the earlier policy

forbidding representation or independent participation for
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socialist political organizations. In the same year the
Trades Council staged another demonstration and allowed
SLP members to march under the Party's banner rather than

just as union members. The Labor Leaf felt that this

change in the Council's attitude was "an indicator of the
growth of a healthy labor sentiment."22

The 1885 march indicated the movement's progress.
Estimates of the number of marchers ranged from 1,700 (by
the most antiunion of the daily papers) to 6,000, with
3,000 as the most widely accepted figure. Organizers of
the demonstration viewed it as a symbol of the movement's
development. Although there were widespread rumors (which
later proved to be true) that employers had hired spotters
to record names of union supporters, the parade had drawn
twice as many participants as the 1880 demonstration. The
unions, the socialists, and the Knights of Labor had com-
bined forces in an impressive display of unity. Leading
the parade were large portraits of Henry George, Tom Barry
(a radical saginaw Rnights of Labor leader who had led a
recent Saginaw Valley lumber mill strike and been elected
to the Knights of Labor General Executive Board), Terence
Powderly, and Richard Trevellick. The slogans on banners
denounced child labor, applauded Henry George's land
theories, and heralded the rise of "The Coming Knights of
Labor."23

By 1884 and 1885, both the unions and the Rnights
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of Labor were making more serious attempts to counteract
the fragmenting effects of ethnic and craft differences
and differences in individual opportunities. As early as

1883, the English language labor press (The Unionist) began

publishing regular sections in German. The Labor Leaf

duplicated the Unionist's efforts at a multi-ethnic
approach, in particular printing major strike and boycott
announcements in German as well as English. It also
printed occasional articles in Polish. Editorials in the
labor press reiterated a consistent refrain of collective
unity. Workers would progress together; they must resist
opportunities for individual gain offered by employers
which were at the expense of fellow workers. Otherwise
competition among the workers would eventually drive down

wages to the detriment of all. The Labor lLeaf attributed

the demise of the Horsecollar Makers' Union to this com-
petition among workers. Some horsecollar makers were
taking extra work home at night while many other horse-
collar makers were unemployed. They would regret such

temporary gains, the Labor Leaf argued. Work should be

shared in times of scarcity, and there would be less down-
ward pressure on wages as a result.24
Some of the most highly paid crafts in the city

accepted the logic of the Labor Leaf's argument. The

Bricklayers' Union, for example, took the initiative in

organizing other building trades workers--first the
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carpenters and then the primarily Polish laborers and hod

carriers. The Labor leaf commended the Bricklayers:

"Detroit Bricklayers and Masons Union No. 2 deserves

great credit."™ By April, 1885, the Laborers Union organ-
ized by the Bricklayers reported 557 members. The Brick-
layers also aided workers in other cities. In December,
1884, they sent $100 to striking Hocking Valley (Ohio)
coal miners. The Trades Council, the Upholsterers Union,
the Iron Molders, and the Typographical Union also contri-
buted to the Hocking Valley miners, while Cigarmakers'
Union No. 22 raised an incredible $4,651.75 over a nine
month period to help fellow cigarmakers locked out in Cin-
cinnati. "Brave, self-sacrificing fellows," commented the

Labor Leaf.25

Yet despite all of these efforts, the local labor
movement did not grow dramatically between 1881 and 188S5.
By 1885, the movement was more sophisticated, more radical,
performed a wider range of functions, included more auxi-
liary and supportive institutions, and was more able to
mobilize its followers effectively, but total union member-
ship had not increased by much more than a thousand over
the 1881 figure of 4,000. In December of 1885, Judson
Grenell estimated union membership in Detroit at 5,000 and
the total number of wage workers in the city at 30,000.

The labor movement had thus organized only one worker in

six according to Grenell's estimate,26
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To advocates of universal organization and of a
class conscious movement these results were inadequate.
Union organizers often attributed disappointing union
membership figures to worker apathy. One of the more

frequent contributors to the Labor leaf wrote in January,

1885, that the "stumbling block in the way of progress is
the apathy of...those who ought to be most interested...
If workingmen generally could only be taught to comprehend
the wealth inherent in their labor...To remove this apathy
is the hardest task..."27 But what the organizer called
apathy may have been something else. Some workers con-
sciously rejected the doctrine of collective action in
favor of the ethic of individual achievement. Many others,
as the rapid influx of members the following year suggests,
were interested but afraid.

Except for a few of the interviews conducted by the
State Bureau of Labor Statistics, we have very little first
hand testimony from antiunion workers about their motiva-
tions and psychology. We can, however, gain some insight
indirectly from the pages of the Detroit labor press. One
of the most frequently used forms of editorial commentary

in the Unionist and the Labor lLeaf was the fictionalized

conversation between typical workers. Tom or Dick or Ned
would'be crying about his fate or criticizing union poli-
cies. Another worker would respond with answers he had

heard from a friend at his factory or the fellow down the
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block. The hapless critic would inevitably recognize

the superior logic of these answers. The labor press was
essentially the collective product of a group of union
activists, so the antiunion arguments presented in these
stories are probably a good indication of the questions
organizers faced from hostile workers.

In one version, repeated over and over again in
various forms, one of the characters would question the
value of unions altogether and suggest that union dues
were a waste of hard earned money. A story published in
the Unionist in 1882 tried to give a businesslike answer.
A printer who had joined the union complains that "I have
been a member of the union ten years, and I never received
a cent benefit from it...I have not got a cent from its
Treasury." His antagonist leaps to the union's defense.
The union, its defender claims, has raised the minimum
weekly wage by $2.50. While it may be true that the
printer never collected anything directly from the union,
he had received $2.50 a week more in wages every week for
ten years because of the union. Thereforé, “for the past
ten years the union has been a direct cash benefit to you
of $1,200 less about $50 costs. Net profit on the trans-
action $1,150." But the skeptical printer did not give
in so easily. He was a good worker, much better than
average, and his employers always recognized this. "I

always got above the scale.® The unicn wage scale was
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irrelevant if his employer was willing to pay him more
anyway for his superior skill. 1In the story, the printer
is finally won over when the union's supporter convinces
him that the wages of all workers in the industry, even
more highly paid workers, fluctuate in proportion to the
union scale. While the printer might still receive a
premium from employers anxious for his services, if the
base rate were $2.50 lower, his wages would also be $2.50

lower. The editors of the Unionist and the Labor lLeaf

always won these arguments in their own columns, but the
evidence on union membership suggests that their logic was
not always so compelling in practice.z8

The successes of individuals who had suverior op-
portunities, whether because of better skills, native
birth, or luck, must have raised considerable doubts about
the practical value of unionism. Why pay union dues if
you can do just as well without paying them? There is no
way of estimating what proportion of non-unionized workers
consciously followed this line of reasoning, but the con-
stant recurrence of arguments against it in the labor press
indicates that labor organizers believed the number was
significant. Such workers were not apathetic about their
condition or about unions; they had other alternatives in
mind for changing their situation.

But a substantial proportion of the non-unionized

workers were neither opposed to unionism nor indifferent
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to it. They were unable or afraid to organize stable
unions, but they were sympathetic to union doctrines.
Again it is impossible to measure the number of such un-
organized supporters precisely, but two types of evidence
suggest that prior to 1886 the number was at least as large
as the number of union members. First there is the extra-
ordinary growth in membership in mid-1886. In December,
1885, Grenell estimated the total organized strength of
the local labor movement at 5,000.29 Just nine months
later, one of the daily newspapers estimated the combined
membership of the unions and the Knights of Labor at
13,000. Most of this growth took place between April and
July, 1886.39 Unless we assume over night conversions

for some five or six thousand people, we must believe that
many of them had been sympathetic before but had hesitated
to join a labor organization until a period of unprecedent-
ed union power. This interpretation gains further credi-
bility when we examine union activities which depended on
non-union support for success, especially boycotts. Few
boycotts could have been successful if they had only been
observed by the four or five thousand union members pre-
sent in Detroit before 1886. There are no systematic
records of boycott activity to measure the success rates
of boycott actions, but various reports in the labor press
suggest much more substantial declines in the sales of

boycotted firms than could have been accomplished by
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union members alone. In 1881, for example, the Trades
Council reported a drop of one-third in the circulation

of the Sunday edition of the Detroit Free Press as a

result of a boycott called by the Typographical Union.3l

Thus, union membership was not the only indication
of union support. The effects of boycotts, successful
political activities, strikes by non-unionized workers,
and the growth of a wider range of working class social,
cultural, and educational institutions all indicate that
sympathy with the movement's objectives and at least a
low level of class consciousness were increasing between
1881 and 1886 more rapidly than union membership statis-
tics would suggest. The relativelv slow growth rate in
union membership must be considered an indication of the
success of employer opposition.

The labor press regularly reported firings of
union activists throughout the period of this study, but
beginning about 1881 employer anti-unionism started to
become more systematic and organized. 1In 1881, for exam-
ple, vessel owners organized (unsuccessfully) to destroy
the Seamen's Union. The owners' association taxed each
vessel owner at the rate of five cents per ton of cargo
in order to accumulate a contingency fund with which to
fight the union.32 In the same year, the Michigan Stove
Company succeeded in nearly destroying the Iron Molders'

union that had won the previous year's strike.
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At the end of March, the company closed temporarily,
ostensibly because of a shortage of coke. When the company
reopened a few days later, it announced that all previous
agreements with the workers' shop committee were void,
that such workers' shop committees would not be permitted
in the future, and that the factory was now a "new shop."
Each former employee must apply for work as if the factory
were opening for the first time. To soften the blow of
this attack on the union, the company announced a vay in-
crease of ten percent for molders who would comply with
the new regime. Sixty union molders who would not were
discharged. The workers again received extensive financial
support from other unions as they had the year before, but
this time the company was determined to have its way, and
its power was greater. Pro-business priests recruited
scabs for the company in their Sunday sermons. Union
molders who found work at other companies in the area were
discharged from their new jobs as the Michigan Stove Com-
pany circulated a blacklist of union members and other
supporters. Once the union was driven out, workers com-
plained that the wage increase was not honored and the
company even refused to publish a price list indicating
the piece rate it would pay. Employees would not know
the rate of pay until they received their pay envelopes.
Other companies followed the Michigan Stove Works' exam-

ple. Baugh's Steam Forge fired its union molders and
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stood firm against the union despite apparent efforts by
sympathizers still employed to sabotage production (con-
tractors reportedly returned six hundred axles sold by the
firm because of poor workmanship and at one point, the
Unionist reported “over 50 percent of all the work done at
this forge has to be thrown back in the furnace since the
union left."). The Peninsular Stove Company followed suit
in October of 1882. Local manufacturers sought assistance
from the National Stove Founders Defense Association formed
in 1882, By the mid-1880's, membership in the Iron Molders'
Union was reduced to "a mere handful,"33
The experience of the iron molders was duplicated
in many other trades. Against such stiff opposition many
unions found it nearly impossible to survive. After the
broom makers union was destroyed in 1884 when the workers
were starved into submission during a long strike, the

Labor lLeaf advised that workers must learn to "prepare for

war in time of peace." Workers should agree to high union
dues, even if this entailed sacrifice, in order to accumu-
late large enough strike funds to last through protracted
strikes.34 Although many unions and Knights of Labor
assemblies resorted to secrecy in order to protect their
members from reprisal, employers were able to hire spies
to report the names of union supporters. In 1885, in pre-

paration for the Trades Council demonstration, employers



215

hired thirteen Pinkerton agents to infiltrate local unions
and Knights of Labor assemblies. Once accepted as mem-
bers, the agents were free to march in the parade and re-
cord names of marchers for their employers. A number of
workers were fired as a result of their participation in
the demonstration, including five shoemakers at Pingree
and Smith's.33

Union membership trends must be evaluated with the
background of this level of employer opposition in mind.
In the face of concerted efforts to suppress unionism
entirely, even the moderate rate of membership increase
between 1881 and 1885 has to be viewed as a relative suc-
cess. Unions had survived tough opposition, established
stable organizations, grown slightly, increased their
political influence and community stature dramatically.
Even where antiunion drives were successful, as in the
case of the iron molders, widespread support for organi-
zation remained. Following their defeats in the early
1880's, a core of iron molders, resorting to the secrecy
of the Knights of Labor, formed a molders' assembly within
the Knights. By the late 1880's, the result, Garland
Assembly 619, had organized skilled and unskilled iron
workers on an industrial basis into the city's largest
Knights of Labor assembly with a reported membership of
eight hundred. Unionism had become a component in the mass

culture of workers that transcended the fortunes of a
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particular union local.36

But trade union consciousness is not class conscious-
ness. The spirit and practice of the city's unions in the
early 1880's reflected the complex and conflicting trends
in workers' attitudes. While the growing radicalization
of unions, the expansion of union functions, the increased
support for political and educational activities reflected
the tendency towards class, the structure and some of the
practices of unions perpetuated craft and ethnic differences
among workers. Many unions recruited membership on the
basis of narrow craft specialization, ethnicity, or both.
Technological changes within industry produced new sub-
crafts which increasingly demanded autonomous organization.
Thus, at the same time that radical activists were preach-
ing the doctrine of trade amalgamation, many crafts were
subdividing and disamalgamating. Printers, for example,
had three separate unions: Typographical Union No. 18,
the German Printers Union, and the Pressman's Union.
Molders, although the defeats of the early 1880's might
have suggested a need for unity, divided into three unions
in addition to the Knights of Labor assembly: 1Iron Molders'
Union No. 31, Machine Molders No. 244, and the Brotherhood
of Brass Molders (which affiliated with the Rnights of
Labor in 1882 and disaffiliated again in 1891). Stove
company workers formed a wide array of craft unions in

the early 1880's, in addition to the molders' unions, for
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nearly every step in the production process from stove-
mounting to metal polishing. Even such self-consciously
socialist unions as the Progressive Cigarmakers depended
as much on ethnicity as ideology for support. All of its
spokesmen were Germans. The Central Labor Union organized
with a good deal of revolutionary fanfare and Marxist

rhetoric, but its raison d'etre was the desire for a

German union federation--for German unionists, a certain
amount of socialist ohraseology was accepted cultural
practice.37

The implications of union growth were thus contra-
dictory. Union success was possible in part because of
class consciousness, yet unions defined themselves in ways
which reflected the very forces which prevented the devel-
opment of class consciousness. Advocates of class con-
scious organization were divided on how to respond. Some,
like the Progressive Cigarmakers, seemed to feel that
forthright allegiance to socialism qualitatively changed
the character of unionism. Some of the SLP stalwarts,
following the Lasallean tradition in German Social Demo-
cracy, were openly hostile to trade unionism, arguing for
the supremacy of politics and the Party. Men like Joseph
Labadie and Judson Grenell tried to strike a middle
ground. On the one hand they energetically supported
trade union organization on the grounds that any organi-

zation was better than none at all. At the same time,
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they tried to convince unionists of the need for a broader
more social definition of goals and a more comprehensive
form of organization. Eventually, they hoped, all of the

unions could be convinced to join the Knights of Labor.

II. Knights of Labor

The initial progress of the Knights of Labor in
Detroit hardly justified the central role that its organiz-
ers envisioned. After the rapid initiation of about three
dozen men into Local Assembly 901 in its first four months,
growth ceased completely. The pattern of nomination of
candidates shows that members had proposed their close
friends. Apparently this little circle of acquaintances
reached its limits rather quickly. The assembly stagnated
for the next two years, some members lost interest, and the
membership dropped to twenty-three.38

The Assembly functioned primarily as a bi-monthly
study group and collective strateqgy session for a group of
organizers and active reformers. The sessions brought
together socialists, single taxers, cooperators, Green-
backers for a necessary form of ideological debate. As a
group, they were among the city's most important union
organizers and working class political activists. They
needed to talk out their differences in an atmosphere
which was private and which maintained a spirit of ami-

cability. Despite differences, they still had to work
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together. The minutes of the Washington Literary Society,
although quite sketchy, suggest a friendly atmosphere which
contrasted sharply with the factional strife within the
SLP. The meetings were valuable as a source of strategy:
the idea for the Trades Council, for example, came out of
one of them. But the Knights did not grow. Labadie and
Van Patten wrote Powderly glowing letters about future
prospects, but Local Assembly 901 remained a cadre, not
a mass organization.39

Perhaps they were too busy with the Weaver campaign,
the Trades Council and SLP business. Labadie organized a
small group of coal miners near Jackson, Michigan, at
the end of 1879, but when new assemblies finally began to
appear in Detroit at the beginning of 1882, the reports
mention the name of a new organizer, David Barry. Secrecy
also interfered with organizing efforts. Since even the
name of the Order could not be spoken or written, not to
mention its program or goals, there was no way to publi-
cize the RKnights. Prospective members could not even be
approached directly on a personal basis since the organi-
zation's existence could not be revealed to non-members.
Thus, candidates who had previously been approved (without
their knowledge) for membership had to be recruited with-
out being told exactly what it was they were joining until
after they were initiated.40

By 1879, both locally and nationally, some elements
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within the Knights recognized that such extreme secrecy
made organizing nearly impossible. In deference to oppo-
nents of secrecy, the St. Louis General Assembly in 1879
voted a slight relaxation of the rules. Assemblies and
districts, if two-thirds of the members agreed, could
reveal the name of the Order providing that the revelation
was restricted to the immediate locality, that no members'
names were revealed, and that the meeting place was not
revealed. In 1880, LA 901 decided to publicize its exis-
tence and issued a resolution of support for the striking
union molders. But the Detroit Knights provided no public
explanation of who or what the Knights of Labor were.

They seem to have understood that they needed publicity,
yet balked at full disclosure. This ambivalence was quite
representative of the spirit of the Knights' national
leaders in 1880. Several weeks before LA 901 declared its

solidarity with the iron molders, the editor of The Trades,

the Knights' semi-official national paper, responded to a
circular issued by the Detroit Knights of St. Crispin
calling for a national shoemakers convention by advising
them that: ‘

If Detroit shoemakers will only open
their eyes wide enough they will discover
that the shoemakers of the United States
are already compactly knit in a mightier
organization than that to which they invite
attention...Get into the right one, men of
Detroit...Seek the solid foundation that
has been laid from Marblehead to Sacramento
by members of your own craft...



221

Such Aesopean advice did not work. Detroit Crispins
joined the Rnights two years later, only after the Knights
had abandoned enough of their secrecy to allow organizers
to explain the Order's goa].s."1
This change in policy took place at the General
Assembly held in Detroit in September, 1881. The G. A.
ordered Powderly to "issue an address to the world on
January 1, 1882, proclaiming that there was such an organ-
ization as the Order of the Knights of Labor." The words
noble and holy were dropped as well as the practice of
substituting five stars for the Order's name in print.
Parts of the secret ritual were also changed to satisfy
objections of Catholic clergymen who had previously opposed
the Ozder.42
After the January first proclamation the fortunes
of the Detroit Knights changed dramatically. More than
one hundred new members were initiated by lLocal Assembly
901 in the first six months of 1882. As sufficient num-
bers of various crafts joined, they created their own
assemblies. LA 901 thus spawned a host of craft unions
within the structure of the Knights. In recognition of
its role, 901 was given the name Pioneer Assembly by
Detroit Knights. By March 1, two craft assemblies had
been organized, a trunkmakers' assembly and Peninsular

Assembly 1733, the remnants of the old Crispins lodge.
By late April, assemblies of painters (mostly for the
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railroad car shops), bocotmakers, and forgemen had been
added, and in June, five assemblies applied for a District
charter. Other assemblies followed in quick succession:
tailors, shipcarpenters and caulkers, telegraphers, plas-
terers, brass workers, and one mixed assembly--a total of
twelve by the end of the year with a membership of 397.43
DA 50 was still a small body in comparison with the
Trades Council, but for the first time, the Knights poten-
tial as a mass organization was clear. Although the mem-
bership was still relatively small, the new District
Assembly, with its vision of class solidarity, had attract-
ed some of the city's trade unions and had organized sever-
al previously unorganized crafts. A brochure published by
DA 50 explained its purpose.
The alarming development and aggressiveness
of great capitalists and corporations, unless
checked, will inevitably lead to the pauperi-
zation and hopeless degradation of the toil-
ing masses.
It is imperative, if we desire to enjoy
the full blessings of life, that a check be
put upon unjust accumulation, and the powers
of evil of aggregated wealth.
This much desired object can be accom-
plished only by the united efforts of those
who obey the divine injunction, "In the
sweat of thy brow shalt thou eat bread."
Therefore, we have formed the Order of
the Knights of Labor, for the purpose of

organizing and direc&ing the power of the
industrial masses...

By the end of the year, the District Assembly was
prosperous enough to pay its Master Workman a salary so

that he could devote more time to the Order's business.
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Joseph Labadie, recently elected District Recording Secre-
tary and re-elected along with David Barry as District
Organizer, devoted himself to the Knights with new enthusi-
asm. He began a campaign to convince the Typographical
Union, both nationally and locally, to affiliate as a body
with the Knights of Labor. ILocal unions would become
local assemblies of the Knights and the International would
become an autonomous national trade district (with a repre-
sentational status essentially equal to a regional district
assembly but with national jurisdiction over craft matters).
While he failed to convince the printers, Labadie antici-
pated a major trend in the Knights' evolution as a number
of crafts (including coal miners, brewers, and shoemakers)
did exactly as he proposed in the years after 1885, 43
Expansion of the Knights continued throughout 1883
in Detroit as membership in the city reached 797, and even
more dramatically in the rest of the state through the end
of 1884. When organizing efforts lagged somewhat in
Detroit in 1884, with several assemblies disbanding and
others in financial distress, organizers were too busy in
the rest of the state to be concerned about the organiza-
tion's future in the city. They literally rushed from one
speaking engagement to the next all across the state,
leaving trails of new assemblies behind them. In July,
1882, the Unionist reported that "The Saginaw Valley is
being honeycombed with Assemblies of Knights of Labor.
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Muskegon and Grand Haven are getting down to business.
Calls from all over the state are pouring in for organizers
to come and organize them.” Richard Trevellick wrote
Powderly that month describing "8 or 10" recent speaking
engagements and reporting on David Barry's activities as
well. Barry had established four new assemblies in one
week ., 46

Yet organizers could not keep up. A Flint mason,
W. H. Barrett, wrote Powderly in 1882 for the address of
Detroit organizers. He had been initiated in Topeka,
Kansas, before coming to Michigan, had twenty local wage-
workers ready to join, but could not f£ind an organizer.
Four months later, Barrett wrote Powderly again. His
friends had formed an assembly. They were convinced that
many local towns were ready to be organized. They decided
to commission him as an organizer, against his own wishes,
rather than wait for the Detroit men. Barrett did not
need the money (organizers worked on a commission basis)
since he earned "wages at three dollars per day," but he
felt "duty bound"” to accent the responsibility. "I am a
laboring man...my whole heart is in the work (of organiz-
ing) and I am willing to do all I can to advance the
order...'47 Another organizer, D. C. Blinn of Bay City,
wrote Powderly in November of 1882 asking for an organia-
er's commission since he had already started several local

assemblies.48
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By the end of the year (1882), membership in Michi-
gan topred one thousand, by the middle of 1883 the General

Assembly Proceedings recorded 2,787 Michigan members, and

by the end of 1883, Michigan membership reached 3,297. 1In
1884, the pace was even greater as state membership more
than doubled again. Joseph Labadie and John Devlin (anoth-
er prominent Detroit Knight elected to the state legisla-
ture in 1882), working in Lansing for the State Bureau of
Labor Statistics, spoke to new assemblies in the Lansing
area almost daily. "Brother Devlin and I have got a fair
A. in Eaton Rapids,"” Labadie informed Powderly, “and organ-
ized one in Williamston the other night. He is going to
Kalamazoo to organize another. I am going to North Lansing
Thursday to form a preliminary organization and to Char-
lotte Friday night." By the end of 1884, there were over
150 local assemblies in Michigan with a total membership
of 6,806. District Assemblies had been organized in Muske-
gon, Saginaw, Grand Rapids, and Manistee in addition to
Detroit. Knights had elected local officials and state
legislators in Detroit, Saginaw, Muskegon, and Grand Rapids
and had nearly dominated the 1884 elections in Bay City.49
In January of 1884, the Knights first State Assem-
bly met in Detroit in response to a convention call by
the Detroit Knights. Joseph Labadie presided as fifty
delegates from all over the state passed resolutions

demanding a Federal law prohibiting the importation of
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foreign contract labor, pledging solidarity to other labor
organizations, asking members and sympathizers to boycott

the Detroit Free Press and the Detroit Post and Tribune

because both papers refused tohire union men or Knights of
Labor, and urging local assemblies to establish programs
for "educating members in the principles necessary to the
success of our cause.” The delegates approved a Consti-
tution for the State Assembly, although such action had
no constitutional basis under the Knights national consti-
tution, and elected John Devlin State Master Workman and
Labadie Chairman of the State Executive Board.>°
Detroit Knights were thus able to see themselves
as leaders of a burgeoning statewide movement that was
beginning to engage in local and state politics with some
success. Membership increases in the city failed to keep
pace with many other areas in the state, and membership
actually declined slightly in Detroit in 1884 as a reces-
sion threw many members out of work for three or four
months, but Detroit Master Workman, J. D. Long, proudly

reported to the Journal of United Labor that three Rnights

had been elected to the Board of Aldermen the previous
fall and "They are looking faithfully after the interests
of their fellow workingmen.'s1
While the unions had formed the initial mass base
for most workers' independent cultural, educational, and

political activities in Detroit, by 1883 or 1884, these
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functions were more and more being carried out by the
Rnights of Labor. Despite a relatively smaller membership
than the trade unions, the Knights dominated the activities
of the Labor Party, the pages of the labor press, and the
various educational forums and social events. In 1882,
for example, of the nine men nominated by the Labor Party,
six were definitely members of the Knights. Three alder-
men elected by the Labor Party in 1883 belonged to the
Rnights, while six of the seven state representative candi-
dates in 1884 were Knights. After 1882, all of the editors
and reqular columnists in the labor press were Knights.
The Knights had an equally important aura of growing power:;
they were closely linked to a dynamic national movement
while national trade union ties were weak, and the national
trade union federation, The Federation of Trades and Labor
Unions, was practically nonexistent.52
It was for these reasons, as well as the Knights'
abstract doctrines, that Detroit activists had such high
hopes for the future of the Order in the city. Finally
in 1886, their dreams seemed to come true. A tidal wave
of previously unorganized workers joined by the thousands.
Organizers who had complained of apathy recognized that
far more people had been listening to their arguments
than they had realized. Many more of the trade unions,

caught up in the excitement, left the Trades Council to

become Knights of Labor Assemblies. Trades Council
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delegates reported glumly at one 1886 meeting that dele-
gates from only seven unions remained. D. A. 50 paid
per capita tax on 4,679 members on July 1, 1886, and
claimed eight thousand members in fifty-one local assem-
blies by that fall. The possibilities seemed limitless.>3
The Knights' sudden success was based on the organ-
ization's ability to draw together the widely diverse
trends within the labor movement and the groundswell of
popular protest. 1Its ideology was inspiring but vaque,
perhaps purposely so. Slogans like "An injury to one is
the concern of all" could be interpreted as a euphemism
for socialism by radicals and as a very much more limited
observation by craft conservatives. In an environment
like Detroit, characterized by the tensions of ethnic and
economic diversity, any movement which attempted a broad
unity had to find a way of creating common bonds that ig-
nored the very real differences and antagonisms. The
Knights of Labor had this capacity to mean many things to
many different people and at the same time provide a
vehicle for tying them all together. The Knights millenar-
{an and reformist rhetoric could apreal to a wide variety
of workers: radicals who saw it as the embodiment of
class solidarity, reformers who saw it as a vehicle for
their political goals, unionists in isolated or tactically
weak crafts who saw it as a source of mutual assistance,

moralists who saw the emphasis on Christian brotherhood as
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an expression of the Christian duty for uplifting mankind,
feminists who saw its broad universalism as a vindication
of their own ideas, demoralized and proletarianized arti-
sans who sought the escape from the wage system the
Knights promised.s4

In some ways, this unity of diverse elements gave
the organization an artificial character. It had not
overcome the underlying fragmentation either in its own
ranks or in the majority of the city's workers, but had
provided a rhetoric and a form of organization that could
partially supercede it. But merely enrolling a large
number of people in an organization pledged to an ideal
of solidarity did not mean that all of them were willing
or able to act on that ideal. Some of Joseph Labadie's
writings suggest that he understood this and viewed the
Order as a means of bringing about the ideal, as a way
of teaching workers about class consciousness, not as an
indication that such consciousness was already fully
developed. The Order was a means of education, not an
end in itself. "The K. of L. is the Labor University,"
he wrote in January, 1886. "Its object is to teach sound
social-economic principles and to accustom working people
to association and self-help...." The influx of 1886
demonstrated that there were tendencies in the mass cul-
ture of the city's workers responsive to the class appeal,

but in their enthusiasm and excitement, most of the
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Knights' leaders overestimated how widespread a change had
taken place. As the struggles of the next few years would
reveal, there was a complexity of conflicting forces pull-
ing in other directions.>3
It is easy to understand this overenthusiasm. The
RKnights seemed to be able to accomplish some of the very
things the trade unions could not. They could provide
effective support for crafts with weak or nonexistent
national unions. Antiunion employers seemed to buckle
under pressure from the RKnights. Knights of Labor organiz-
ers pointed to such successes around the state and around
the country. 1In 1885, Saginaw, Michigan Cigarmakers'
Local 130 had been unable to settle several grievances in
a number of local shops. The union appealed to the Dis-
trict Master Workman of the Knights of Labor for assistance,
and the District Executive Board paid a series of visits
to the businessmen in question. At the next meeting, the
union's leadership reported that employers had accepted
all of the union's demands, and enthusiastically suggested
that union members join the RKnights of Labor. The union
submitted an article to the Cigarmakers' national journal
urging closer cooperation with the Rnights of Labor. 36
Detroit trunkmakers had similar experiences. They
organized Trunkmakers' Assembly 1767 in 1882. When a
local trunk manufacturer fired Knights of Labor trunk-

makers for membership in the Order, all the firm's
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trunkmakers went out on strike. The District Assembly
assessed all of its members ten cents per week to support
the strikers. Representatives of the District Executive
Board negotiated with the manufacturer for them. The
owner capitulated; the Knights were rehired; disouted
apprenticeships were restricted as demanded by the Knights,
and a Knight was appointed shop foreman.2’

In part, the Knights' power flowed from their
national structure. With support from the Rnights, weak
craft unions were no longer dependent only on local assis-
tance in struggles against employers with national markets.
For example, when the Knights of Labor shoemakers struck
Pingree and Smith in April, 1885, theyv apparently faced
the same hopeless situation that had destroyed shoemakers'
unions across the country for more than a decade. Within
the memory of middle-aged shoemakers, shoemaking had been
a highly respected hand craft, but modern firms like Pin-
gree and Smith were mechanized and most machine workers
were easy to replace. Pingree and Smith refused to bar-
gain, hired scabs, and continued their operations without
interruption.58

The shoemakers appealed to Detroit District Assem-
bly 50; the DA issued a national boycott order. Announce-
ments went out to labor papers in the region and to the

Knights national Journal of United Labor. By 1885, the

Knights had penetrated nearly every city or town with over
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a few thousand people in the entire country. This was the
significance of national organization. Activists in hund-
reds of other cities could immediately be recruited to
spread the boycott order. Few unions were effectively
organized on a national scale to function thisway. 1In the
meantime, the District Assembly helped unemployed shoe-
makers organize their own Cooperative Shoe Company with
capital raised through a stock subscription system. Local
unions bought stock; at the Michigan State Assembly in
June, local assemblies around the state were urged to sup-
port the boycott and to buy stock in the Cooperative Shoe
Company. The Board of Directors included representatives
of the shoemakers and prominent leaders of the District
Assembly. Profits, after deductions for depreciation, a
contingency fund, and five percent for labor education,
were to be equally divided between the workers and stock

subscribers. In June and July, the Labor lLeaf began to

report cases of scabs who were giving up after systematic
harassment by local unionists. The Local Assembly in Filer
City, Michigan, reported that two merchants who normally
carried Pingree and Smith's shoes had agreed not to reorder
when their current stocks ran out. A Muskegon local assem-

bly told Labor lLeaf readers that all shoe dealers in the

city were honoring the boycott. By August, the boycott
appeared to be having the desired effects; Pingree and

Smith were faltering and they announced a 25 percent wage
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reduction. In December, the Boot and Shoe Cooperative
Association revorted on its second quarter of operation.
Finally, in March, 1886, District Master Workman J. D.
Long announced victory over Pingree and Smith in the

Journal of United Labor.59

Such impressive local results combined with wide-
spread publicity of national victories by the Knights,
most notably the victorv over Jay Gould's Southwestern
railroad system in 1885, produced a public image of
strength and power. Activists were quick to suggest that
this success vindicated their conception of trade amalga-
mation. Power followed organization. At a Knights of
Labor social in Windsor in 1885 (across the Detroit River
from Detroit--several Canadian assemblies in the immediate
vicinity were affiliated with DA 50), the crowd enthusias-
tically responded to a speaker who argued that it was
"the power of concentrated capital” that allowed business-
men to "coerce labor." 1If employers could combine in
trade associations, monopolies, pools, and mergers, then
"only by combination could labor protect itse1s .60

The Knights of Labor were designed to be such a
combination both in order to win immediate demands like
those of the Saginaw cigarmakers or Detroit trunkmakers
and shoemakers, and to educate workers toward more long
range goals and inculcate the spirit of class solidarity.

The rituals, structure, and rhetoric of the Order were all
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geared to producing a spirit that could overcome craft,
ethnic, regional and other divisions. The passwords,
secret signs, symbols, ceremonies have struck many modern

scholars as so much mumbo jumbo, and indeed, some of the

activists of the 1880's frequently lost patience with the
amount of time consumed by rituals at the beginning of
every meeting. District and State Assemblies, that is
leadership bodies, often passed resolutions to simplify
or eliminate observations of ritual. But men (and scholars)
who lost patience with ceremony really misunderstood some-
thing about the role of ritual as group affirmation and as
a social glue. The Knights produced an impressive array
of regalia in vast quantities: buttons, banners, badges,
ribbons, drinking mugs, flags, trivets, cigar boxes, all
with appropriate symbolism. The rituals and the physical
accouterments that went with them all stressed themes of
universal brotherhood--globes suggested universality,
shaking hands meant solidarity. Transient workers could
move almost interchangeably from one to any of thousands
of other assemblies by 1886, and be readily accepted among
people who spoke of common themes and used identical
phrases. Fraternalism was a far more prevalent American
phenomenon during most of the 1880's and 1890's than
unionism. It has been little studied, but clearly the
Knights had drawn on something in popular culture that

people understood and liked. Their ritual was not
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egregious, but quite functional in promoting loyalty and
identification with the Order.6l

The organizational structure promoted the same
themes as the ritual. While things rarely functioned in
practice according to strict constitutional forms, in
theory the organization was a pyramid running from the
local assembly, to the district, then to the General Assem-
bly, and finally to the Executive Board and the Grand
(later General) Master Workman. Each Knight theoretically
acknowledged the supremacy of the same central leadership.
Local assemblies in Detroit were organized largely on a
craft basis that was not fundamentally different from the
trade unions (many assemblies had started as trade unions).
Ten of the first eleven local assemblies organized in
Detroit were craft locals (the sole exception was Pioneer
Assembly 901), and 51 of 70 assemblies organized in Detroit
and vicinity between 1878 and 1888 had some occupational
concentration (including industrial unions which included
multivle crafts). There were also seven German assemblies
and one assembly which may have been Polish, judging by
the officers' names. Yet each assembly recognized the
central authority of the District Executive Board in far
more fundamental ways than the trade unions accepted direc-
tion from the Trades Council. Trade Unions stressed craft
autonomy; if they obeyed any outside authority, it was

their national or international craft union. Knights of
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Labor Assemblies regularly received orders and advice not
only from the District but also from Powderly, including
assessments, rulings on internal disputes, special dis-
pensations on a wide variety of matters. Assemblies needed
permission from the District Executive to strike. 1In
practice, the Knights operated far more flexibly than this
centralized authority structure suggests. Locals frequent-
ly acted and then sought endorsement after the fact; offi-
cers usually felt compelled to approve in order to maintain
the public appearance of unity even when they would have
liked to disapprove. But the psychological significance

of acknowledging common leaders who had nominal authority
cutting across craft and ethnic lines should not be over-
looked, nor can the pressure of group conformity be under-
estimated as a force for brincing together locals of dif-
ferent crafts. Unions frequently supported members of
other crafts financially and through boycotts and sympa-
thetic strikes, but such support was always voluntary,

and therefore, even minimal contributions could be viewed
as magnanimous acts. Knights of Labor assemblies, in con-
trast, were under moral and constitutional compulsion to
support actions of fellow Rnights if their officers had
endorsed the action. The Knights, as a consequencs, de-
manded far more skill and judgment in their leaders, a
major source of problems when, as we shall see, many of

them were not really capable of using the responsibility
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wisely.62

Both the spirit and the structure of the Rnights
also made it possible to create industrial unions designed
to organize whole factories or even entire industries. It
is not coincidental that the two most prominent industrial
unions in the AFL, the miners and the brewery workers,
were both closely associated with the Knights of Labor and
maintained dual affiliation with the Knights into the mid-
1890's. In Detroit, industrial or semi-industrial unions
formed the largest local assemblies. George Washington
Assembly 8775 organized street car employees in all job
categories and had 307 members in 1888; Garland Assembly
619 reportedly included 800 metal workers at the Michigan
Stove Works, while Devlin Assembly 3954 organized a similar
number of metal workers in the railroad car shops.63

The common ritual, centralized structure, spirit of
solidarity, and industrial character of some assemblies
all lent themselves to the broader definitions of union
functions sought by radical activists., With the rise of
the Knights came a flourishing of oolitical, social, edu-
cational, and cultural activities. The labor movement had
transcended the framework of an economic bargaining agent
into wider realms that involved all facets of workers'

lives.
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One of the first manifestations of this broader
outlook was the politicization of the labor movement.
Indeed, the Socialist and Greenback electoral campaigns
of the late 1870's had preceded the growth of the unions
and had stimulated both union expansion and radicaliza-
tion. Activists were attracted to politics because they
recognized that any far reaching modifications in the
industrial system necessarily involved legal and political
changes which could not be won through negotiations with
individual employers. Even unionists who sought no long
range goals could be readily convinced of the practical
value of a variety of ameliorative legislation: repeal
of conspiracy laws against unions, safety legislation,
maximum hours laws, child labor legislation, incorporation
procedures for unions. While political activists faced a
great many barriers and had limited resources for over-
coming them, they also had a potential political base
among discontented workers both inside and out of the
labor movement. There was also an obvious consistency
between fighting employers and fighting crooked ward
bosses, real estate developers, and conservative anti-
labor politicians through political means. The editors

of the Unionist advised workers in 1882:
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When you strike, strike politically for

labor measures...Agitation on the labor ques-

tion is good and wholesome, but what is the

use of talking labor reform 364 days in a

year, and then on the 365th, election day,

going and voting against the very objects

for which you are contending...the working

classes will never protect themselveg until

they do it through the ballot box...%4

Nearly all of the city's labor agitators accepted
this argument, but to their intense frustration, only a
minority of the city's workers did. Moreover, although
almost all labor leaders advocated some form of electoral
activity,'they were seriously divided, both tactically
and ideoclogically, about what the objectives of such
activity should be and how to go about realizing those
objectives. Thus, labor politics, like almost all other
aspects of the developing labor movement in Detroit in
the early 1880's, had dual effects. As a form of activity
which both transcended the workplace and cut across craft
and ethnic lines, it was a powerful practical and symbolic
force towards class unity. Growing support for independent
labor tickets in each successive campaign from 1877 through
1886 reflected the growth of class consciousness. Yet at
the same time, labor politics became an internal battle-
ground of factional maneuvering, rival personal ambitions,
and bitter emotional hostilities which eventually helped
to destroy not only the Labor Party, but also the Knights

of Labor and the spirit of class they represented.
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The sources of these difficulties were practical
as well as conceptual. On a practical level all labor
politics faced the same obstacles that had limited the
effaectiveness of the socialists in their campaigns of
the late 1870's: 1lack of effective citvwide political
network, lack of financial resources, inexperience in the
mechanics of electoral organization, hostility from estab-
lished authorities, outright corruption and fraud. Labor
politicians were never able to fully overcome these defi-
ciencies, although they did put together a moderately
effective party apparatus in a few neighborhoods where
they were particularly strong. But ultimately the success
of labor politics did not depend on beating machine poli-
ticians at their own game. Poorly financed, without
powerful backers, and with few activists capable of devot-
ing full time to political activities, they would always
lose unless they could mobilize voters on some basis other
than those employed by the major party machines.65

Political activists were confident that this was
both possible and practical because they viewed both major
parties as virtually indistinguishable capitalist parties
inherently incapable of responding to workers' real needs.
"The emancipation of the working classes must be achieved
by the working classes themselves," argued the Unionist's

editors. While they understood that only a minority of

workers recognized this at present, the ranks of labor
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agitators were growing. The precedent of abolitionism
in the previous generation lent credibility to this belief
in the power of a dedicated minority. "“wWage slavery,"
Labadie wrote in 1885, "may be wiped out as was chattel
slavery. I am in hopes the influence of the earnest, in-
telligent minority will be strong enough to bring changed
conditions through sheer moral force." But if not, change
would come nonetheless as demonstrated by "The historical
facts of previous social movements, including the anti-
slavery movement and its ultimate success...." Politics
as practiced by the major parties was "mere scheming for
place,” but the masses would recognize that "Our indus-
trial interests are the ones on which all others are
based...Politics is our public business...to be attended
to by ourselves, and no longer left to a few unscrupulous
schemers. 86
Although most labor candidates were unsuccessful,
the long term trend in labor politics provided some basis
for such optimism about future success. The format and
labels of the various labor tickets varied from election
to election, but involved in each case essentially the
same organizers, many of the same candidates, and, judging
by the geographic distribution of votes, many of the same
voters. Between 1877 and 1880, these campaigns were
organized by the Socialist Labor Party with E. W. Simpson,

Thomas Dolan, Charles Erb, and Labadie the perennial
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candidates. In 1880, with the Greenback-Socialist fusion,
the Socialists combined with non-socialist labor agitators
to dominate the Greenback proceedings in the city. Labadie
served as chairman of the city Greenback-Labor Convention,
Van Patten was the most prominent orator, Otis Hodgson was
nominated for County Clerk, socialist Henry Poole for
Justice of the Peace. Trades Council President Egan was
nominated for the state legislature along with two promi-
nent Knights of Labor, John Goldring, a painter who also
belonged to the SLP, and John Strigel, a leader of the
shoemakers, 87 Finally in 1882, the Trades Council,
Knights of Labor, and SLP joined forces in an Independent
Labor Party which continued to function through 1886.

The votes received by independent labor candidates running
under these various labels increased from Simpson's 825
votes in the 1877 mayoral campaign (6 percent) to an aver-
age of 2,106 for four state legislative candidates in
1882. By 1886, the total for the state legislative ticket
was probably one to two thousand votes higher than 1882
(somewhere between 13 and 20 percent of the vote), but
disputes over the returns make it impossible to determine
the exact results. The totals were significant enough to
be important in close local races, and the trend was up-
ward, although at no time was any independent candidate
able to poll over 15 to 20 percent on a citywide basis.5®

Still such results represented a qualified success.
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The Labor Party proved its capacity to survive and increase
its strength from one election to the next. Labor candi-
dates characteristically combined a formal written plat-
form of specific legislative reforms with a broad, although
vague, ideological appeal to the rights of labor or labor's
cause. The 1882 platform included eight planks: reserva-
tion of public land "for actual settlers, not...railroads
or speculators,"” factory and mine safety inspection, abo-
lition of convict contract labor, abolition of the con-
tract system for municipal work, prohibition of child
labor to age 14, eight hour day, establishment of a state
bureau of labor statistics, and compulsory education for
children under 14.59 This issue oriented ideological
appeal did not break party identification and ethnocultural
voting patterns among the majority of the city's workers,7°
but by the mid-1880's, it did establish the labor movement
as a recognizable political force capable of mobilizing at
least a tenth of the city's voters in almost any campaign
and able to do much better in some races at the ward
level.’l

On several occasions the labor movement demonstrated
its capacity to defeat candidates it considered particu-
larly odious. 1In 1882, for example, the ILP did not nomi-
nate a congressional candidate but directed its followers
to vote against incumbent Congressman Lord because of his

vote against Chinese exclusion. The first issue of the
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Unionist after the fall election gleefully apoeared with
a full page cover engraving of a gravestone with a skull
and crossbones and the inscription:
SACRED TO THE MEMORY
of
Hon. H. W. Lord
who dug his own
POLITICAL GRAVE
by wvoting for
CHINESE CHEAP LABOR
Buried November 7, 1882.
Underneath a poem warned:
Aspiring man, beware his fate;
To Labor's Cause be true;
Or vou will find when 'tis too ;ste.
You've dug your p.g., too.

Given a relatively close balance and very intense
rivalry between Republicans and Democrats both in the city
and in the state legislature, the Independent Labor Party
had a balance of power position in local politiecs. Both
parties had large and dependable constitutencies; the
outcome of elections hinged on the minority of swing
votes who might be induced to shift parties from one elec-
tion to the next. The machines sought to accomplish such
shifts by varying their ethnic coalitions through intri-
cate ticket balancing schemes. The Labor Party had found
a new basis for motivating a swing vote. 1If Labor Party
leaders were willing to cooperate with the major parties

on some levels, they might exact significant concessions:

major party endorsements for labor candidates, support for
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key labor reform legislation, nominations of labor leaders
to patronage apvointments. In some cases, the machines
were anxious enough to secure labor cooperation that they
might demand very little in return for labor support.
This was particularly true in the state legislative races
because United States senators were chosen by the state
legislature. The senatorial races were one of the obses-
sions of machine politics not only because of the prestige
of the Senate and its role as stepping stone to the Presi-
dency, but also because Senators controlled the federal
patronage which helped to hold the machine together. The
senatorial votes in the state legislature were extremely
close in the 1880's. If a Republican endorsement might
elect a labor leader in a normally Democratic district,
the Democrats would be denied one vote towards the U.S.
Senator even if the successful Labor candidate did not
acknowledge any further obligation to the Republicans.73
Yet such cooperation with capitalist parties involved
moral and ideological contradictions for many labor leaders.
How could a socialist in good conscience accept a nomination
from Republican bondholders and monopolists? Many could
not. In 1880, for example, E. W. Simpson refused a Repub-
lican endorsement in his campaign for alderman. The Repub-
licans decided to support him anyway by not nominating a
candidate and directing their campaign workers to instruct

Republicans to vote for Simpson. 1In 1886, Judson Grenell
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accepted Republican endorsements for state legislator

and for deputy oil inspector, a patronage appointment,

on the grounds that he could devote the resulting free
time to the movement, but only after he had been assured
that he could vote as he pleased in the state legislature.
Charles Erb refused a similar offer from the Democrats in
1884. Ultimately the Independent Labor Party devised a
means of maintaining the semblance of independence and
still using its balance of power position to advantage.

It would nominate its slate prior to Republican and Demo-
cratic conventions. If either major party chose to endorse
some of the labor nominees, they could still be claimed as
labor candidates first. This method resulted in victories
for two of the party's seven state representative candi-
dates in 1882, and five of seven in 1884. The swing charac-
ter of the labor vote was particularly evident in the 1884
campaign. All seven of Detroit's state representatives
were chosen on a citywide at-large basis. Each party
could nominate seven candidates and each voter submitted
a list of seven choices. The ILP nominated a full slate
including Grenell, Egan, Charles Erb, K. of L. District
Master Workman J. D. Long, Lyman Brant (prominent in both
the ITU and the Rnights) and two other important Knights.
Two of them were endorsed by the Republicans and three by
the Democrats. All of the endorsed labor candidates were

elected and all placed anead of all other candidates.
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Thus, any labor nominee with a reqular party endorsement
could beat any candidate of either party without the labor
nomination. Five of Detroit's seven state representatives
were labor activists, and in the next two years, both
major parties seemed to scramble frantically in pursuit of
any labor leader who would talk to them.74

The emergence of the Independent Labor Party in this
balance of power role suggested that analysts like Labadie,
who predicted rising working class power, were correct.
Sending a Knights of Labor leader or even a prominent
socialist (Grenell) to the state legislature had tremendous
symbolic impact. But at the same time, gqualified success
seriously aggravated the struggle over different concep-
tions of labor politics. The ILP was too weak to win any-
thing more than an occasional alderman's seat strictly
on its own, but it could win elections, secure the passage
of needed legislation, and provide labor politicians with
a path to power if it would cooperate with the major par-
ties. Was it more important to maintain independence and
ideological consistency or to compromise in order to
achieve immediate practical gains? Would incremental
successes finally lead to a larger goal or postpone
achievement of long range goals by brunting popular dis-
satisfaction without fundamentally altering social power
relations? Was reform legislation inherently justifiable

because it alleviated specific types of suffering or did
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reform simply distract people from more fundamental issues?
Could short range and long range goals Se reconciled in
some way? Labor ooliticians faced a classic dilemma of
left wing politics: purity vs. immediate results. The
problem inevitably provoked ideological debate, even
though all factions recognized the importance of maintain-
ing internal unity, because the gquestion of priorities
could not be answered without resolving the fundamental
conceptual questions of ultimate goals.

ironically such debate might have been avoided if
the ILP had been substantially weaker or dramatically
stronger. As a splinter group with only a few hundred
votes at most, compromise and immediate demands would
have been irrelevant since they would have been beyond
the party's influence. Labor politicos could have con-
centrated on utopian visions much like most modern leftist
sects, confident that anything they might do would have
little impact anyway. If the Labor Party had been capable
of approaching majority status, immediate and ultimate
objectives might have been reconciled since the party
might have secured passage of legislation without making
deals with ideological opponents. But the in-between
status of a balancing minority aggravated the dilemma by
forcing a difficult choice. The opportunity for immediate
gains was present, but only at the cost of uncomfortable

alliances that not only contradicted moral principles but



249

also raised the specter of reabsorption into the dominant
political framework and consequent destruction of even
limited power.

Underlying the divergent reactions to this dilemma
were three separate justifications for labor politics:
electoral activity as an alternative to strikes, confron-
tation, violence, or revolution; legislation as a means
of correcting specific abuses; politics as a form of
mass education toward ultimate objectives. The arguments
were not necessarily mutually exclusive and particular
individuals might make various combinations of them, but
the implications of the first two concepts of politics
were far more reformist, and therefore compromise oriented,
than the third. The concept of politics as an alternative
to revolutionary violence was particularly widespread,
even among radicals like Labadie and Grenell as well as
among conservatives. Labor leaders feared violence--the
experiences of the entire generation from Tompkins Square,
to the Mollie Maguires, to Haymarket suggested that vio-
lence might be more effectively turned against labor than
used by it. The editors of the Unionist resolved the
question "By Bullet or Ballot?" by arguing that the ballot
was a more effective weapon. "A peaceful revolution at
the ballot box will accomplish more for the elevation of
the downtrodden than the bloody revolution of the sword."

A Detroit correspondent to John Swinton's Paper agreed.
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"The ballot is the thing. A little piece of paper, with
the proper principles will shoot further and with more
force than a Redman's [illegible] gun."’3

The ballots-not-bullets argument also reflected a
belief in American exceptionalism. The principal of a
German-American Detroit school, addressing a meeting of
three thousand people in 1881 who had gathered to hear
reports from recent German emigres on the condition of
German workers under Bismark's repressive anti-socialist
campaign, favorably compared American political freedoms
with European repression:

Our broad land, which has thrown off
the shackles of a medieval civilization more
effectively than any other...has been the
star of hope of the oppressed of all climes
«..a8 an American citizen...deeply sensible
of the responsibilities this privilege im-
plies, I am here to listen to the grievances
of a great nation...This is...a gathering...
of American men and women who love their own
freedom enough to sympathize...with the
oppressed whereggr despotism may raise his
poisonous head.

American workers, Richard Trevellick argued in the same

year,
e«eedid not come with the knife of the assas-
sin or the torch of the incendiary...to
intimidate or offer threats, nor with drums
or bayonets...but...in the name and author-
ity of law to str;ggthen themselves against
their oppressors.

This faith in the sanctity of law was one of the
hallmarks of the psychological watershed between radicals

and conservative reformers within the movement.
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Conservatives defined workers' rights only within the law.
A Greenback spokesman declared in the Unionist "Under no
circumstances can workingmen be justified in violating
the law by interfering with the rights of others in attempts
to maintain their own rights."™ Employers had an unequivocal
legal right "to discharge or employ such workingmen as suit
them." Under law, confrontation could be avoided. "If it
can be shown that they [the workers] cannot, under the
law, maintain their rights and successfully resist oppres-
sion, the fault is in the law and the corrective is in the
ballot box." In contrast, Judson Grenell had a negative
view of law. "What are our so-called laws? They are
generally cunningly devised schemes to enable the few to
rob the many."” Laws rarely had beneficial effects because
"when laws are passed in harmony with natural rights they
are generally unnecessary. When enacted in opposition to
natural rights, they are infamous and should never be
obeyed. For 'above the law is the right.'"78

Labadie complained that insistence on legality
"is simply doing the work of capitalism..."

We will try all peaceable means [but]...our

demands are just...if we can't succeed that

way [then we must]...resort to revolution-

ary methods. The whining and making faces

at the revolutionists is beneath the dig-

nity of any one who is honestly and earnest-

ly in this movement.
Yet in a letter to Richard Ely written only a few months

before this editorial, Labadie confessed an abhorrence
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for violence. "The destruction of wealth in itself is
an evil, and I am in hopes that a better social system
will be established without the destruction of life and
wealth."79

For Labadie, then, politics might be a means of
avoiding violence, but only if political action emphasized
ideoclogical education rather than short range objectives.
Judson Grenell agreed: "Amelioration is possible, but
complete emancipation will come only when cooperation
shall succeed competition...when landlordism and capital-
ism shall have been swept out of existence." Labadie was
even more direct. "I notice that 'practical questions'
almost always lead us to the support of some political
mountebank who has no word of condemnation for the legal-
ised methods of robbing the laborer of his earnings.”
Elections of such men were hollow victories. "Almost
every time a 'labor' man gets a government position the
labor movement loses an agitator...mere political action
'to get our man in'" was useless. "Our men are no better
than anybody else's men when they are placed in trying
circumstances. What is necessary is a change of system
and not necessarily a change of men."80

Grenell and Labadie had no objection (as some of
the more rigid SLP requlars did) to what were called

ameliorative measures, but their perspective implied that

principle was more important than short range practicality.
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While safety regulations, child labor laws, factory in-
spections, and other reforms were all to be applauded,
they should not be sought in any way which involved sacri-
ficing control of the movement. Agitators could not afford
to isolate themselves in a mutual 