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ABSTRACT
“A CHALLENGE AND A PROMISE”: THE POLITICAL ACTIVITIES OF DETROIT
CLUBWOMEN IN THE 19208
By
Jayne Morris-Crowther

In the 1920s, the civic-minded club women of Detroit operated through their clubs
and associations to change Detroit politics and living conditions in the city. Detroit had
experienced unprecedented industrial and urban growth which rendered its nineteenth
century institutions obsolete and the 1920s witnessed the final phase over the struggle for
municipal reform that had begun in the Progressive Era. While they usually remained
aloof from party politics, they continually sought to influence public policy at the
municipal and state level as organized women in clubs that numbered more than 15,000
women. Since they were newly franchised, women faced many obstacles to equal
participation in the political process. By 1920, that process involved male-dominated
partisan politics and business-saturated city politics. Women exercised little influence over
the male-run media which often portrayed them as silly and incompetent. Detroit women
oftentimes advocated more modern attitudes about municipal problems but then left
themselves vulnerable to accusations of radicalism. Consequently, Detroit clubwomen,
while empowered by the vote, remained cautious about their political participation. They
were both trying to fit into the political system and trying to change it simultaneously. As
clubwomen, they were consistently involved with civic matters in Detroit but also aware
of their precarious political position. Sometimes they preferred to make their presence

known rather than advocate a particular program. They pioneered new lobbying



known rather than advocate a particular program. They pioneered new lobbying
techniques, like personal interviews. Finally, Detroit club women understood the power of
political education. They studied civic issues, held public lectures and disseminated this
information in creative ways. Their organizational ability, at the community level helped
bring Detroit politics to the neighborhood block. As women, they considered practical
politics in Detroit their obligation in spite of the obstacles. In this regard, they considered

their civic commitment to Detroit both a challenge and a promise.
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Introduction

In 1919, the Detroit Times reported that some City Councilmen showed their
“temerity” by opposing the wishes of Detroit’s clubwomen. The Council voted to
condemn the south and east additions of the Palmer Park property in spite of the presence
of about forty clubwomen who wanted the south edition of Palmer Park retained by the
Lizzie Merrill-Palmer estate for a girl’s home. The Times praised Councilmen, Fred W.
Castator, Charles F.Bielman, Sherman Littlefield, David Simons and James Vernor who
opposed the women as “bold, heroes of their convictions.”'

The Times article reveals something of both the nature of the activities of Detroit’s
clubwomen and the political atmosphere in which they worked. The Detroit Times showed
a respect for the political influence of these women when they reported the “temerity” of
those who opposed them. At the same time, the article praised those “heroes” for not
yielding to the clubwomen’s wishes. The women might have political influence but were
not in command. In the coming decade, Detroit clubwomen consistently made political
demands on city, county and state officials. They wanted both to fit in and to alter the
political landscape. As fully enfranchised citizens, they wanted their voices heard. They
were cautious but persistent, politically innovative but rarely radical. As with the Palmer
Park vote however, even with their high visibility, they often met with failure, or at best,
limited success. This dissertation seeks to explain the reasons for these limits examining
both the context of women’s activities in organized club work as well as the urban context

of the city of Detroit.

! Detroit Times (February 21, 1919).




Specified clubs and their membership will be discussed as they appear in the
dissertation. The focus here is on gender, not class. In general, the women who belonged
to the clubs so discussed, were educated, middle-class to wealthy with leisure time for
club activities. Club meeting times varied but were often twice per month, with additional
meeting time for the various committees. Clubs met during the day and the many time-
consuming club activities were unpaid. Additionally, clubwomen often had to pay for their
own transportation or use their own automobiles for club business. The League of Women
Voters’ (LWV) magazine, The Michigan Woman reported that clubwomen came from the
highest social strata. They were women of talent, education, refinement and wealth. 2
Many white women were related to business and civic leaders. For example, Delphine
Dodge Ashbaugh was the sister of the automobile manufacturers, John and Horace
Dodge. Dorothea Steffens was married to the City Comptroller, Henry Steffens, Jr. Black
women’s clubs also drew their membership from middle-class women with leisure time
and significant social connections. Their husbands came from the business and
professional ranks. For instance, Mary McCoy was married to the inventor, Elijah McCoy
and Beulah Young’s husband James, was Detroit’s first black surgeon. African-American
women oftentimes organized through their churches as well. John Reid observed that
many prominent members of African-American women’s clubs were teachers. Their
education and privileged position in the community enabled them to wield great influence

in their clubs.

% “We Point With Pride,” Michigan Woman 7 (January, 1929): 9.
% John B. Reid, “ ‘A Career to Build, a People to Serve, a Purpose to Accomplish’: Race, Gender and
Detroit’s First Black Women Teachers, 1865-1916,” Michigan Historical Review 1992 18(1): 22-23.




Much of the information here came from the Detroit Federation of Women’s
Clubs’ (DFWC) records. Primarily, but not exclusively, a white woman’s organization, in
the 1920s the DFWC represented 15,000 women in 107 clubs. These clubs were
individually devoted to artistic, literary, philanthropic and civic agendas. They chose to
become federated in order that they could, if so desired, speak with one voice. Its
Constitution and By-law stated, “Its object is to bring into communication the various
clubs of Detroit as a means of prosecuting any work of common interest, but no club
entering the Federation shall thereby lose its independence in aim or method or be
committed to any principles or method of any other club.””* The leadership of the DFWC
came from the various member clubs but the individual clubs occasionally withheld
support for DFWC decisions. The DFWC seldom advocated a radical political agenda nor
did it support political apathy. Consequently, the membership composition of the DFWC
provided a guideline for the political activities of Detroit’s clubwomen.

The political activities of Detroit’s middle class clubwomen illuminate the
complexity of equal political participation for women after suffrage. A few women’s
historians have begun to investigate women’s political culture and how gender separation
in the nineteenth century created a situation that set patterns of political activity that
endured after suffrage. For example, as this dissertation will explore, women throughout

the United States developed their political sensibilities outside the franchise. > Moreover,

* Gladys E. Nauss, “Detroit Federation of Women’s Clubs: A Study in Organizational Change,” (MA
Thesis, Wayne State University, 1949), p. 10.

5 Paula Baker, “The Domestication of Politics: Women and American Political Society, 1780-1920,”
Vicki L. Ruiz and Ellen Carol DuBois eds., Unequal Sisters: A Multicultural Reader in U.S. Women’s
History (New York, 1994), p. 97, Maureen A. Flanagan, “The Predicament of New Rights: Suffrage and
Women’s Political Power from a Local Perspective,” Social Politics: International Studies in Gender,
State and Society 2 (Fall, 1995): 305-330, Kathryn Kish Sklar, Florence Kelley and the Nation’s Work:
The Rise of Women’s Political Culture, 1830-1900 (New Haven, 1995), Sara M. Evans, “Women’s




the context of urbanization structured the political work of women in their specific cities.
Detroit offered its clubwomen an urban environment where municipal government was in
flux. In 1918, charter reform centralized power with the mayor and a nine-man city
council. At the same time, the definition of what constituted the legitimate concerns of the
city government changed. Maureen Flanagan noted that in the early twentieth century,
cities didn’t just experience problems but the idea arose that these problems could be and
should be solved by the municipal community. ® The political environment in Detroit was
further influenced by the city’s unique economic situation. Detroit had become the third
largest city in the country for manufacturing and that manufacturing was dominated by the
automobile industry. Powerful business leaders had commensurate political power.”
Lastly, the political milieu of the Progressive Era that sought municipal answers through
impartial experts and scientific inquiry and viewed the political parties as self-serving
rather than public-serving offered possibilities and limitations for the enfranchised
clubwomen.

Detroit clubwomen reflected similar activities throughout the country.
Clubwomen were advocating comparable solutions to municipal problems that often put
them in conflict with urban men. Anne Firor Scott explained that women’s work made
towns and cities healthier and more attractive. In New Orleans, clubwomen persisted in

participating in public life and thereby chall d the male domi of power in the city.

History and Political Theory: Toward a Feminist Approach to Public Life,” Suzanne Lebsock and Nancy
Hewitt eds., Visible Women: New Essays on American Activism (Urbana, 1993), p. 119-139, Anne Firor
Scott, Natural Allies: Women’s Associations in American History (Urbana, 1991).

¢ Maureen Flanagan, Charter Reform in Chicago (Carbondale, 1987), p. 21.

7 Flanagan, Charter Reform, James J. Connolly, The Triumph of Ethinc Progressivism - Urban Political
Culture in Boston, 1900-1925 (Cambridge, 1998).




The women were instrumental in improving the city by advocating modern sewage
removal. Elna Green understood southern women’s experiences to lag behind those of
northern women because the municipal problems that triggered northern women’s
involvement came later to the South. The growth of urbanization and an industrial
economy, led educated, middle-class southern women to become civic activists. 8 Kathryn
Kish Sklar concluded that women believed an expanded state would also involve an
expanded role for themselves. Women advocated gender-specific goals that resulted in
class legislation. For example, maximum hour laws for women and child labor
restrictions.” Consequently, there was a consistent pattern of gendered ideas in the
approach of women towards municipal problems. In Detroit as elsewhere, the perception
of urban problems and the solutions women generated, have gendered connotations
throughout this time period.

Until the recent interest in women’s history, the political activities of clubwomen
across the early decades of the twentieth century had been largely ignored in favor of
investigating the activities of various groups of men, which historians have generally
characterized as engaged in a political and economic struggle to control government.
According to this work, in the early years of the twentieth century, a merger between
economic and political interests produced what Gabriel Kolko has labeled political
capitalism. In this system, businessmen banded together in voluntary groups to solve their

common economic problems using the political system . Ellis Hawley concentrated on

& Scott, Natural Allies p. 153, Elna C. Green, Southern Strategies: Southern Women and the Woman
Suffrage Question (Chapel Hill, 1997), p. 2, Pamela Tyler, Silk Stockings and Ballot Boxes - Women and
Politics in New Orleans, 1920-1963 (Athens, GA, 1996), p. 14.

% Sklar, Florence Kelley, p. 233-236.




how business organizations even employed technical experts to influence political
activities.'® According to Samuel P. Hays, Progressive Era upper-class municipal
reformers were primarily interested in taking formal political power away from previously
dominant lower- and middle-class elements in the city. Various work on reform crusades
in specific cities followed Hays’ lead.!’ Zane Miller’s study of Cincinnati focused on
tension between “bossism and reform” as supporters of both groups struggled with
modern municipal problems, while James B. Crooks saw this tension between urban
political bosses and progressive reformers in Baltimore.'? In these and other now standard
works on the first three decades of the century, the tension was seen as between middle-
or upper-class male reformers trying to reconcile the modern political and economic needs
of the city while maintaining capitalism and democracy, with working-class and ethnic
groups opposed to both the means and ends of such reform. Later, urban scholars such
as, John Buenker, Melvin Holli, Kenneth Finegold, James Connolly, Maureen Flanagan
and others seriously modified these earlier interpretations, but with the exception of
Flanagan and very recently Connolly, women still did not appear in the struggles over

urban political reform."

19" Gabriel Kolko, Main Currents in Modern American History (New York, 1984), Ellis W. Hawley, The
Great War and the Search for a Modern Order, 2nd Edition, (New York, 1992).

' Samuel P. Hays, “The Politics of Reform in Municipal Government in the Progressive Era,” Pacific
Northwest Quarterly 54 (October, 1964): 157-169.

12 Zane Miller, Boss Cox’s Cincinnati - Urban Politics in the Progressive Era (New York, 1968), James B.
Crooks, Politics and Progress - The Rise of Urban Progressivism in Baltimore, 1895-1911 (Baton Rouge,
1968), Martin Schiesl, The Politics of Efficiency - Municipal Administration and Reform in America
(Berkeley, 1977).

3 John D. Buenker, Urban Liberalism and Progressive Reform (New York, 1973), Melvin Holli, Reform
in Detroit - Hazen S. Pingree and Urban Politics (New York, 1969), Kenneth Finegold, Experts and
Politicians - Reform Challenges to Machine Politics in New York, Cleveland and Chicago (Princeton,
1995), Connolly, The Triumph of Ethnic Progressivism, Flanagan Charter Reform in Chicago, Maureen
A. Flanagan, “Gender and Urban Political Reform: The City Club and the Woman’s City Club of Chicago
in the Progressive Era,” American Historical Review (October, 1990): 1032-1050.




In Detroit there was also a tension between the needs of a small, nineteenth
century city and those of an enormous, urbanized, industrialized twentieth century one.
Businessmen banded together in associations like the Detroit Board of Commerce, the
Municipal League and the Detroit Citizens League. They used their substantial combined
influence to refashion the municipal government into a more centralized and, they
believed, a more efficient, business-oriented one. This was evident in the revised Detroit
City Charter of 1918 which replaced the ward-based city council with a nine member at-
large one and also gave enhanced powers to the mayor. Businessmen further joined
together to create a more favorable working climate for business. The Employers’
Association of Detroit, founded in 1902, strove to keep Detroit’s workingmen union-free.
Displaying the Progressive Era proclivity for scientific inquiry and technical experts, they
formed the Detroit Bureau of Government Research to investigate municipal problems. As
this research will demonstrate, the municipal needs of Detroit were not simply attended to
by businessmen but by women, organized into their clubs and associations.

There has been little research on Detroit women and municipal politics in any era.

The Changing Face of Inequality: Urbanization, Industrial Development and Immigrants
in Detroit 1880-1920 by Olivier Zunz is primarily a history of spatial geography in

Detroit.'"* Melvin G. Holli wrote that mayor Hazen Pingree and Pingree’s reforms in late
nineteenth century Detroit popularized urban democracy and left a legacy of reform. '°

Jack Delwyn Elenbaas’ dissertation, “Detroit in the Progressive Era: A Study of Urban

14 Olivier Zunz, The Changing Face of Inequality : Urbanization, Industrial Development and
Immigrants in Detroit 1880-1920 (Chicago, 1982).
15 Melvin G. Holli, Reform in Detroit.







Reform 1900-1919” failed to note the influence of women and ends too early.'® An
article by Elenbaas on Henry Leland and the Detroit Citizens League mentioned a letter
from Leland to the Women’s Christian Temperance Union but never that there was
cooperation between the two. He did not state that the League admitted women when
they received the franchise."” Raymond Fragnoli argued that charter revision in Detroit
was not simply endorsed by businessmen but factory workers, church and ethnic groups,
but ignored the support given by non-voting groups like women.'® Larry D. Engelmann
described prohibition enforcement in the 1920s but concludes that it was only sporadically

enforced in Detroit.'’ Frank Murphy: The Detroit Years by Sidney Fine concentrated on

the life of Frank Murphy and only dealt with civic minded Detroit women when they
intersected with Murphy’s career.?’ Consequently, there has also been scant attention paid
to municipally active clubwomen in Detroit. This has led to the erroneous conclusion that
only men were active in Detroit politics. For example, Elenbaas claimed that the
Municipal League and the Detroit News launched a crusade in 1912 to change the school
board.”' He neglected the role played by Detroit clubwomen, headed by Laura Osborn, to
reform the Detroit school board. Dr. J.M. Withrow, President of the Cincinnati Anti-

tuberculosis League, credited the Detroit clubwomen for this change.? Ignoring the role

16 Jack Delwyn Elenbaas, “Detroit in the Progressive Era: A Study of Urban Reform, 1900-1914,”
(Ph.D. Diss., Wayne State University, 1968).

17" Jack D. Elenbaas, “The Boss of the Better Class: Henry Leland and the Detroit Citizens League, 1912-
1924,” Michigan History 58 (Summer, 1974): 131-150.

18 Raymond R. Fragnoli, “Progressive Coalitions and Municipal Reform: Charter Revision in Detroit,
1912-1918,” Detroit in Perspective: A Journal of Regional History 4 (Spring, 1980): 119-142.

1 Larry D. Engelmann, “A Separate Peace: The Politics of Prohibition Enforcement in Detroit, 1920-
1930,” Detroit in Perspective: A Journal of Regional History 1 (Autumn, 1972): 51-73.

20 Sidney Fine, Frank Murphy: The Detroit Years (Ann Arbor, 1975).

21 Elenbaas, “Detroit in the Progressive Era,” p.120.

22 Letter to Osborn from J.M. Withrow (February 25, 1915), Box 16, Correspondence, Laura Osborn
Papers, Burton Historical Collection (BHC), Detroit Public Library.




of women in these efforts and many others in Detroit politics not only subtracts from their
achievements, by default, it enhances the role of men in those activities.

As Detroit clubwomen inserted themselves in previously male-dominated public
affairs, they contributed to an evolving concept of twentieth century politics.” In
“Women’s History and Political Theory: Toward a Feminist Approach to Public Life,”
Sara Evans argued that late nineteenth century politics was mostly for economic goals and
therefore had lost its participatory aspect. Using Jurgen Habermas’ model of the public
sphere and Paula Baker’s research on “The Domestication of Politics,” Evans stated that
women through their voluntary associations opened up new possibilities for civic action.
Because these associations occupied a unique position between the state and domestic life,
they offered opportunities for women to participate in public life even without suffrage.
She concluded that “the importance of civil society understood as the locus of free spaces
or democratic voluntary associations, where citizens draw on their private identities and
practice the basic skills of public life” can offer the means to understand both the
connection between the public and private. Activist clubwomen seized upon and
developed their own political culture within these spaces that, in turn, led them to develop
political ideas and actions that differed from those of men organized into male
organizations. **

In Detroit, clubwomen made a private-public connection in their voluntary clubs

and the public work they undertook well before they could vote. Like the women of

2 Scott, Natural Allies.

24 Sara M. Evans, “Women’s History and Political Theory: Toward a Feminist Approach to Public Life,”
Suzanne Lebsock and Nancy Hewitt eds., Visible Women: New Essays on American Activism (Urbana,
1993) p. 119-139.




Chicago, they “translated a city-wide identity by gender into an understanding of
metropolitan issues.” > They looked to the municipal government to provide services
arising from private needs like recreation and personal hygiene. Between 1901 and 1903
the Detroit Branch of the Council of Women campaigned successfully for municipal
playgrounds. Clara B. Arthur, who was the President of DFWC, and had been the
President of the Twentieth Century Club, as well as a member of the Detroit Equal
Suffrage Association (DESA), led the fight for public bath houses. She began this work in
the early years of the twentieth century and it came to fruition in 1906. Consequently,
women established themselves as legitimate political actors and they changed what
constituted the concerns of the state and how people behaved politically. For example, in
1912, Detroit women added social welfare as a proper concern for public debate in their
support for Mother’s Compensation.

While women of color were also connecting the private with the public, they could
not depend on the government to provide social welfare for them. Their complex position
regarding class, race and gender gave them a unique perspective on reform. Darlene Clark
Hine stressed that black women took it upon themselves to prove they were worthy of
respect. The believed that if they proved they were morally equal to other Victorian
women, they would be able to press for social reform, as their white counterparts had
done. In this effort, several of them established homes, like Detroit’s Second Baptist’s Big
Sisters Auxiliary founded in 1919. African-American clubwomen enlisted volunteer

services and money from the black community for these institutions.”® Black reformers

2 Flanagan, Charter Reform, p. 42.
% Darlene Clark Hine, “The Philanthropic Work of Black Women,” in Lebsock and Hewitt eds., Visible
Women p. 70-93.
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were often in organizations like the National Association of Colored Women. Their
campaign for welfare was inextricably tied to equal rights. They therefore stressed
economic independence and refused to commit women to domestic roles exclusively.
Detroit clubwoman Elizabeth Gulley claimed that charity would not be necessary if black
women worked for quality education. Consequently, African-American clubwomen
focused less on charity and more on general uplifting programs in health, education and
day care.”” While racial uplift was a primary objective for black women club members,
juggling class, gender and race produced tensions in the African American community. In
“The Cost of Club Work, the Price of Black Feminism™ Deborah Gray White
demonstrated that black clubwomen were engaged in many of the same activities to
enhance home and community as white clubwomen. The nature of American racism,
however, placed black women in a far different position. They were slandered by negative
sexual stereotypes but as privileged members of a small black middle class, they were
confident in their abilities to uplift their race. In their enthusiasm to reform the African
American community, they ran headlong into black male leadership. Where white women
were denied the franchise, they established a separate political subculture. When black
women strove for leadership, they threatened that of men. Additionally, black women
wanted to assert their leadership because they felt African American men did little to
alleviate the sexual exploitation of women. Some even subscribed to it. Black men held
patriarchal notions that racial uplift began with them. Black clubwomen disagreed and felt

only in ending their sexual exploitation could the race improve. Consistent with this belief,

%’ Linda Gordon, Pitied But Not Entitled: Single Mothers and the History of Welfare (New York, 1994),
p. 11112, 124, 141-42.




black women had a class agenda as well. They worked to reform and educate rural and
working class women. As Gray White noted, the National Association of Colored
Women’s motto “Lifting as we climb” denoted racial sameness but connoted social
difference. Consequently, the feminist club work for black women, often put the members
at odds with the community they served.?®

Female African American reformers in Detroit did social welfare work, often
within Detroit’s Second Baptist Church. Clubs like the American Beauty Club, founded in
1922, provided services for new members.”® By the 1930s, reformers focused on black
employment, youth delinquency and civil rights. *° Detroit’s black women were utilizing
their economic resources to effect change in the city. Using the motto “Don’t buy from
where you can’t work” The Housewives League of Detroit attempted to alleviate the
disproportionate burden the Great Depression had on black Detroiters. This campaign also

encouraged youth training programs.”’

2 Deborah Gray White, “The Cost of Club Work, the Price of Black Feminism,” Lebsock and Hewitt,
Visible Women p.247-264.

% One Hundred and Four Year History of the Second Baptist Church, 1836-1940 (Detroit, 1940), p. 77,
81.

3 Victoria Widgeon Wolcott, “Remaking Respectability: African-American Women and the Politics of
Identity in Interwar Detroit,” (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Michigan, 1995).

3l Darlene Clark Hine, “The Housewives’ League of Detroit: Black Women and Economic Nationalism,”
Lebsock and Hewitt, eds., Visible Women p.223-24, Anne Meis Knupfer sees black clubwomen in
Chicago as creating a new fusion between politics and African-American traditions as she explores a
cultural dimension in Toward a Tenderer Humanity and a Nobler Womanhood. Black clubwomen in
Chicago joined ideas of true womanhood, progressive maternalism, municipal housekeeping with their
own African-American cultural beliefs. True womanhood was less about submissiveness and more about
motherhood and home life. Black clubwomen’s volunteer work kept them from visible leadership
positions and they emphasized traditional family issues which limited their overall political influence.
Nevertheless, they worked at voter education and registration campaigns for black women. They actively
supported anti-lynching laws and provided legal help for prisoners from the East St. Louis riot. Anne
Meis Knupfer, Toward A Tenderer Humanity and a Nobler Womanhood: African-American Women’s
Clubs in Turn of the Century Chicago (New York, 1996).
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As a growing body of work indicates, and this dissertation will confirm, research
on enfranchised women in the 1920s must be connected to women’s earlier activities.
Nancy Cott emphasized the continuities between the women of the 1920s and their earlier
sisters in “Across the Great Divide: Women in Politics Before and After 1920.” Cott
claimed that women continued to work together in voluntary associations which must be
considered, as they were intended, for political purposes. In Detroit, for instance, the
DFWC formed a Legislative Committee when women received the franchise.
Furthermore, Cott made it clear that women’s voluntary associations multiplied during the
time period. Women continued to pursue interest-group politics in a plethora of
organizations. In Detroit, The Twentieth Century Club, The League of Women Voters,
The Detroit League of Catholic Women, The Detroit New Century Club, The Progressive
Civic League, and many other women’s clubs were active politically before and after
suffrage. While many women were in associations, no one group spoke for all on all
occasions. In neither Cott’s research, nor in Detroit, was there a “women’s bloc” in
politics. Cott concluded that the idea of a women’s bloc denied individuality so women’s
political efforts were as varied as men’s. Clubwomen often banded together to support
issues of common interest, but did not always agree on the same policy. For example, in
Michigan not all women supported women’s suffrage and some club members resented the
use of their clubs for political purposes.™”

Kristi Andersen agreed that women did not become less political in the 1920s, but

that they failed to use the vote in predicted ways. But more importantly, according to

32 Nancy F. Cott, “Across the Great Divide: Women in Politics Before and After 1920,” Louise A. Tilly
and Patricia Gurin eds., Women, Politics and Change (New York, 1990), p. 154-172.
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Andersen, they renegotiated the boundaries between male and female political activity. In

After Suffrage- Women in Partisan and Electoral Politics Before the New Deal, she

argued that women’s political participation in the 1920s was the bridge between the highly
partisan nineteenth century politics and the interest group politics of the twentieth century.
Detroit clubwomen did not always join the political parties and when they did, they chafed
at party leaders’ instructions on how to vote. In large part this situation had developed
because of disfranchisement: lacking the power to vote, women had pioneered lobbying
and pressure-group politics. Michigan women, for example, effectively used personal
interviews with legislators in order to gain the legislation they wanted; they educated
themselves and provided civic and issue education for both the public and political leaders.
They then carried over their pre-suffrage political methods into the 1920s with their
educational activities like the League of Women Voters’ sponsorship of candidate debates,
shifted attention away from the parties and towards the candidates, and massive “Get Out
The Vote” drives. According to Andersen, in this renegotiation of political boundaries,
women made significant contributions to evolving twentieth century politics and, in fact,
altered it.”

Several historians have concentrated on the period before suffrage to show how
clubwomen behaved politically without the vote. Gayle Gullett wrote that California
women injected themselves into politics and thereby changed both middle class politics
and progressivism. They pursued a “womanly” politics that was independent from men but

still necessary for democracy. Since industrial capitalism had changed the nature of

3 Kristi Andersen, After Suffrage: Women in Partisan Politics and Electoral Politics Before the New
Deal (Chicago, 1996), p. 1-18.




women’s work, making it more public, they sought the vote. Women’s work was outside
the home in the waged work force. Those who remained in the home, still depended on
public policies to provide services and protections for that home.>* This research will
demonstrate how Detroit clubwomen campaigned for similar programs throughout their
city. They advocated government inspection of meat and clean food distribution.

Texas clubwomen were also concerned with the reordering of power in their state and
local governments. Beginning in the 1890s, clubwomen expanded their traditional roles as
wives and mothers into public ones. They felt that their unique feminine expertise couldn’t
be duplicated by men and therefore these women also pursued the vote. Judith McArthur
concluded that the social reform of the Progressive Era was a “reconciliation between the
ideology of domesticity and the demands of feminism.” Texas women were both trying to
preserve the home and expand women’s activities beyond the home.”

Other historians have placed women’s political activity within a more specific
urban context. Maureen Flanagan pointed out how male-defined political structures posed
an impediment to women’s efforts to gain political power in Chicago. In “The
Predicament of New Rights: Suffrage and Women’s Political Power from a Local
Perspective,” Flanagan explained how the structures of political institutions that were
well-established before women were enfranchised constrained their activities. For
example, ward-based municipal offices, the primary system, plus the fact that many key

offices were appointed not elected, kept women out of the political loop. Additionally,

i Gayle Gullett, Becoming Citizens: The Emergence and Development of the California Women’s
movement, 1880-1911 (Urbana, 2000).

3 Judith N. McArthur, Creating the New Woman: The Rise of Southern Women’s Progressive Culture
in Texas, 1893-1918 (Urbana, 1998), p. 143.




Flanagan noted, the lengthy gap between the all male suffrage and women’s suffrage
severely limited women’s real political power.*®

Flanagan spoke of women’s frustration with the political system, but
acknowledged that they seldom advocated radical political change nor undertook a
systematic assault on the unfairness of the wage system as did the Socialists. Rather,
organized middle-class clubwomen across the country were concerned with how the wage
system placed a disproportionate burden on women, a concern that led clubwomen to
advocate social welfare in the early decades of the twentieth century. >’ Theda Skocpol
described how women, working through their voluntary clubs pushed for social welfare
legislation that emanated from a gender-based vision of maternalism. Maternalists,
according to Skocpol sought policies such as mother’s pensions and minimum wage; they
strongly supported the Children’s Bureau and Skocpol believed they came close to
establishing a maternalist welfare state.”®

It was this gendered-vision in Detroit and cities throughout the United States that
clubwomen consequently translated into political action. Urban politics often provided the
battleground on which men and women struggled for power and resources early in the
twentieth century. In “Gender and Urban Political Reform: The City Club and the
Women’s City Club of Chicago in the Progressive Era” and in “The City Profitable, The
City Livable” Flanagan described citizens advocating different gendered visions of

Chicago. The men consistently advocated programs that would enhance business interests

% Flanagan, “The Predicament of New Rights,” 305-330.

37 Flanagan, “Predicament of New Rights.”

3% Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of Social Policy in the United
States (Cambridge, 1992), p.2-3.
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in sanitation, education and police power while women promoted the well being of
Chicago’s citizens ahead of business needs. Women felt the city must work for human
betterment. Consequently, they advocated recreation for the lakefront, urban rest rooms
and trash receptacles, the cleaner burning of coal, and support for government led
housing.”® Anne Firor Scott described early female associations as church or charity based.
By the twentieth century, “municipal housekeeping” gave an air of respectability to
otherwise unseemly public or political activity. Women’s clubs networked with one
another and reached out to men’s associations as well. By 1920, many women’s
associations were overtly political but seldom partisan.*® Detroit clubwomen also practiced
“municipal housekeeping,” but their programs often ran counter to those of men's groups
in Detroit who were mainly concerned with the financial bottom-line. When women in
Detroit campaigned for public bath houses, aldermen were concerned with the expense.
One saw no need for public baths when Detroit had a large river. Most importantly, the
women in both cities display the political nature of their ideas. They were interested in the
reordering of power within the city and the role of citizens in that effort. The women of
Chicago and Detroit were making appeals to the municipal government and were therefore
acting politically. They were taking their vision of their respective cities and translating it
into public policy. It is this urban, political, policy-oriented vision that moves this research
on Detroit clubwomen beyond merely relying on the maternalist idea to explain

. 4
clubwomen’s ideas.*'

3% Maureen A. Flanagan, “The City Profitable, The City Livable - Environmental Policy, Gender and
Power in Chicago in the 1910s,” The Journal of Urban History 22 (January, 1996): 163-190 and
Flanagan, “Gender and Urban Political Reform,” p.1032-1050.

40 Scott, Natural Allies, p.142.

4 See Joanne L. Goodwin, “An Experiment in Paid Motherhood: The Implementation of Mothers’
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Other historians have also identified common municipal policy issues and how
women tried to implement their ideas. Elisabeth Israels Perry described the club activities
of the Women’s City Club of New York from 1915-1990. She found there were great
similarities between women’s pre- and post-suffrage traditions, that women were
politically effective even when denied public office and that, at the local level, women
pursued different strategies to make their political voices heard. Likewise, in Detroit,
women used similar strategies like public education both before and after suffrage and like
the Women’s City Club always found creative ways to effect change. Both New York and
Detroit women expanded their original work for the welfare of women and children into a
political reform program for general betterment for all citizens.*

Women’s particular reforming strategies often meant that they remained non-
partisan. Skocpol claimed that men used the parties as their political base and therefore
women tended to use their associations as an operating base.*’ Even when women
abandoned their political neutrality and joined the political parties, they had a unique
agenda and method of operation. Perry described women in 1920s’ politics as committed

to “private ideals and programs.” In her study of New York Jewish activist Belle

Pensions in early Twentieth-Century Chicago,” Gender and History 3 (Autumn, 1992): 323-343, Anne
Meis Knupfer, Toward a Tenderer Humanity, Kathryn Kish Sklar, “The Historical Foundations of
Women’s Power in the Creation of the American Welfare State, 1830-1930,” in Seth Koven and Sonya
Michel eds., Mothers of a New World (New York, 1993), p. 43-93, Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and
Mothers.

2 Elisabeth Israels Perry, “Women’s Political Choices After Suffrage: The Women’s City Club of New
York, 1915-1990,” New York History (October, 1990): 417-434. One of a few instances of a woman
serving as mayor of a large city exposed a similar process among activist women in Seattle, Sandra
Haarsager, Bertha Knight Landes of Seattle: Big City Mayor (Norman, OK, 1994).

3 Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers, p.3, Manuela Thurner describes how the anti-suffrage women feared that
the ballot would inevitably mean partisan politics. That in turn, would render women’s social reforms less
effective because they would lose their political neutrality. Manuela Thurner, “ ‘Better Citizens Without
the Ballot’: Anti-suffrage Women and Their Rationale During the Progressive Era,” Marjorie Spruill-
Wheeler, ed., One Woman, One Vote - Rediscovering the Woman Suffrage Movement (Troutdale, OH,
1995), p. 203-217.
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Moskowitz, Perry explored Moskowitz’s idea that getting elected was not the goal of
politics, rather, the goal was to establish successful reform programs. She believed men
and women had different but complementary roles in politics. Moskowitz stayed in a
gender-specific role, controlling through subtle manipulation, but remaining loyal and
selfless. ** Susan Ware, in her work on Molly Dewson, also examined women’s alternative
ways of wielding power through a series of networks that brought reformers, political
activists and traditional women’s organizations together on issues of common concern.
The women in these networks stressed issues and not personalities. They were more issue
oriented, more collaborative and less concerned with competition and prestige. They were
also focused heavily in issues of economic security, peace, and humanitarian reform. In
Detroit, the clubwomen followed a familiar pattern. They were rarely partisan, supporting
candidates of both parties on the basis of their voting record. Detroit clubwomen worked
for equal pay for equal work, international peace, and humane prison reform. Ware further
claimed that women were not always trying to elect other women but concentrating on
bringing women into existing institutional structures outside of electoral politics. Detroit
women worked especially hard to secure the appointment of women to institutional
boards, especially those boards concerned women and children. Lastly, Ware agreed with
Cott that the 1920s were a continuation of women’s political activities through their

organizations.*’

4 Elisabeth Israels Perry, Belle Moskowitz - Feminine Politics and the Exercise of Power in the Age of
Alfred E. Smith (New York, 1987), p. xi, 78, 155.

4 Susan Ware, Partner and I: Molly Dewson, Feminism and New Deal Politics (New Haven, 1987), p.
xii, xvi, xviii, 91.
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The activities of all Detroit’s clubwomen reveal their intense interest in the civic
well-being of their city. The focus of this research is neither on charitable nor working
women’s issues. It is rather on the political activities of clubwomen in Detroit. Its purpose
is to illuminate the complexity of equal political participation when viewed at the nexus of
both urban and gendered variables. Effective political participation in 1920s Detroit went
well beyond the franchise. Clubwomen had developed specific methodological and
ideological patterns in their pre-franchise political cultures. They pioneered new lobbying
techniques such as personal interviews and investigations and practiced grass-roots
politics outside of the party system. Detroit clubwomen had their greatest success in
public (not partisan) political education and grass-roots organizational activity. They
studied civic issues, held public lectures and disseminated this information in creative
ways. Their organizational ability, at the community level, helped bring Detroit politics
into the neighborhood.

These enfranchised, thoughtful, educated, and well organized clubwomen tried to
effect public policy but their success was limited. Lack of access to both political decision-
making and business interests hurt their civic effectiveness. Also, the need to counter
gendered or radical stereotypes, but lacking the media tools to do it, all combined to
produce only this limited success. Their goals, as articulated in their writings, were often
at odds with the newspaper presentation of them. The business influence in the city was
pivotal to any civic program. Clubwomen for instance, could get school milk for poor
children, but could not get state support for a national child labor amendment. When

clubwomen’s plans coincided with those of businessmen, they enjoyed success. For
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example, clubwomen had campaigned for smoke abatement in the early 1920s but with
limited success. When smoke abatement appeared financially favorable, clubwomen’s
demands for cleaner air were finally met. In sensitive issues like transportation, Detroit
women prudently studied, but did not advocate policy. Political minded Detroit
clubwomen, moreover, had only a limited access to the public media. Unless the
newspaper supported the clubwomen’s crusade, like anti-gambling, they printed club
activities in the society section and usually only once a week. Still, Detroit clubwomen
insisted on continuing their political participation. Their main interests were in issues
regarding women and children, crime and punishment, and the problems of an urbanized,
industrialized Detroit. As civic minded women, they considered their commitment to

Detroit both a challenge and a promise.**

A Note on Sources

In order to explore the activities of Detroit’s clubwomen, it is necessary to
investigate the sources written by the women themselves and those written about them.
The Burton Historical Collection of the Detroit Public Library houses the minutes,
correspondence and published works of many Detroit women’s clubs. They also have
extensive records of the Detroit Woman’s Club (founded in 1873), the Detroit Federation
of Women’s Clubs (founded in 1895),Twentieth Century Club (founded in 1894),
Progressive Civic League (founded in 1912), and the League of Women Voters (founded
in 1919). The collections are both manuscript and published materials. The Burton also

holds biographical collections of significant Detroit clubwomen. The Bentley Historical

4 «A Challenge and a Promise,” 6 Michigan Woman (August, 1928): 5
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Library holds the papers of the politically active, Lucia Voorheis Grimes. Lastly, the large
Detroit newspapers published the activities of Detroit’s clubwomen on a weekly basis.
African American women’s clubs have only limited records at the Burton. Mrs.
Senora D. Smith, the Historian for The Detroit Association of (Colored) Women’s Clubs
(DAWC) explained that there were few club records for the 1920s. Smith noted that the
DAWC did not own a clubhouse until 1941 and therefore rarely maintained its
manuscripts outside of individual presidents, secretaries, etc. The clubwomen saw needs in
the community, and took care of them. At the time, they didn’t think it was necessary to
keep records. ¥’ The Michigan State Archives houses only basic biographical information
of women in the Michigan State Association of Colored Women for the 1920s. The
Second Baptist Church of Detroit has very few records for their many church affiliated
women’s clubs. The Burton Historical Collection holds some records of the Detroit Study
Club and the New Era Study Club, as well as the papers of Lillian Bateman Johnson. The
Michigan State Libraries Collection includes the records of the National Association of
Colored Women’s Clubs. The Detroit African American newspapers of the time have a
few editions on microfilm at the Burton, but otherwise are not kept in area collections.
Consequently, the description of African American women’s club activities in Detroit is

uneven and conclusions about these activities remain tenuous.

Investigating the activities of women during the 1920s presents problems
identifying these women, as women. In the newspapers and official club publications, they

are referred to by their husband’s names, almost exclusively. The Directory Committee of

47 Senora D. Smith, telephone conversation with author, January 22, 2001.
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the DFWC admonished women not to use their female names. The Committee insisted
that women use their husband’s names (unless, they were not living with him) in order to
keep its records straight. ** This research has exhausted the opportunities to discover
some women’s names. Occasionally, a biography of a notable husband included, “he
married the lovely” Cemeteries and obituaries have also proved useful. However, in the
case of Mrs. Craig Miller, she remained just that, even in death.* Therefore, women’s first
names will be used, if possible. Otherwise, they will be listed under their husband’s name,

as was the custom at the time.

® “Directory Committee” (no date, ~April, 1921), Vol 12 Minutes 1920-1922, p. 573, Manuscript
Collection (MS) Federation of Women’s Clubs of Metropolitan Detroit, Burton Historical Collection at the
Detroit Public Library (BHC). In the 1928 Ruth Hanna McCormick Congressional campaign in Illinois,
the post office would not deliver literature to a woman without her husband’s name on the address. Kristie
Miller, Ruth Hanna McCormick: A Life in Politics, 1880-1944 (Albuquerque, 1992), p. 187-188.

¥ Detroit News (September 6, 1941).
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Chapter 1 - Early Twentieth Century Detroit

Detroit’s early twentieth century history involves a dynamic city undergoing rapid
industrialization. This industrialization, with its accompanying population boom, made the
city more heterogeneous than it had been in the nineteenth century. Detroit encountered
increased demands for city services and greater municipal responsibility for the welfare of
its citizens. But, the decentralized, corrupt city government was poorly equipped to meet
the challenges of its newly acquired urban and industrial condition. This led concerned
individuals, like businessmen and clubwomen to organize for civic activism. Until fairly
recently, historians concentrated their research on the activities of men’s groups leaving
the impression that it was only Detroit’s males who sought reform in Detroit. While early
twentieth century Detroit’s municipal affairs were certainly male-dominated, this research
will demonstrate Detroit’s middle-class women, using their clubs and associations, injected
their civic views. Disfranchised, but convinced that their gendered voices be heard,
Detroit’s clubwomen consistently, challenged both the male-dominated politics and
historiography of the time period.

In the first two decades of the twentieth century the City of Detroit experienced
unprecedented growth. The phenomenal rise of the automobile industry and the increased
industrial production of the First World War turned Detroit into an industrial giant. By the
early 1920s, Detroit was third in the nation, after New York and Chicago, for the dollar
value of its total manufactured goods. Correspondingly, the population had grown three
fold since 1900 with almost half of that population being foreign born. In 1900, the city

had a population of 285,704. By 1920, it was 993,678 within the city proper and another
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171,475 in the metropolitan district (as defined by the 1920 census). The population had
increased 528,000 between 1910 and 1920 and of this increase, 412,000 were migrants.
These migrants included foreign immigrants, southern blacks and those leaving the lumber
and copper work of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.' The population was to increase
another fifty percent by 1930. The new jobs in the burgeoning auto factories acted like a
magnet for newcomers. Historian Melvin Holli described Detroit in those years as the

2 The Detroiter (weekly publication of the

“foremost rank-jumping city in the nation.
Detroit Board of Commerce) used the statistics from the 1930 Bureau of Census to report
that from 1900 to 1920 the African American population grew from 4,110 to 40,838 and
totaled 120,066 by 1930.% Eighty-one percent of Detroit’s Blacks were from the South.
By 1919, the Michigan State Department of Labor listed approximately 138,834 auto
related jobs in Detroit.* When foreign immigration was cut short by World War I,
recruiters were sent south by the Ford Motor Company and others to get southern black
workers.’

By 1920, Detroit was vastly more urbanized, industrialized, class stratified and
racially diversified that it had been only twenty years earlier. The city’s industrial and
urban realities created new challenges for the city. Historian Olivier Zunz claimed that “an

entirely new society emerged in Detroit in the 1920s.” Factory workers accounted for

fifty-two percent of the Detroit working force. The majority of Poles (81%), Hungarians

! Olivier Zunz, The Changing Face of Inequality: Urbanization, Industrial Development and Immigrant
in Detroit 1818-1920 (Chicago, 1982), p.286-287.

2 Melvin Holli, Ed, Detroit (New York, 1976), p.118.

? “Detroit Population Statistics Reveal Many Unusual Facts,” Detroiter 22 (August 10, 1931): 8
* Holli, Detroit, p.119.

5 Lynda Ann Ewen, Corporate Power and Urban Crisis in Detroit (Princeton, 1978), p.118.
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(77%) and Austrians (81%) were factory workers. Zunz wrote that nineteenth century
Detroit was characterized by cross-classed ethnic neighborhoods. By 1920, however,
neighborhoods were more typified by class and race than ethnicity. Ethnicity was still
evident but the ethnic clusters were of a narrower occupational range. Zunz concluded
that by 1920 Detroit was divided more on class lines than ever before. ®

The great industrialists of the late nineteenth century such as James McMillan,
James Joy and John Newberry had made railroad fortunes in the late 1800s. McMillan
headed the State Republican Central Committee from 1886-1896 and served as a U.S.
Senator. He was chairman of American Car and Foundry, President of Seamless Steel
Tube and Fulton Iron and Engine Works. Other industrialists were also involved in
municipal affairs. George Barbour, co-founder of Ireland and Mathews Manufacturing
Company, served as President of the Detroit City Council. Dexter Ferry, co-founder of D.
M. Ferry and Company (grain) and Frederick Smith, founder of Wolverine Manufacturing
Company (lumber) were on the Detroit Board of Estimates. Hamilton Carhartt, founder
of Hamilton Carhartt and Sons (cotton mill)was on the Public Lighting Commission. W.J.
Chittendon, investor in Hargreaver Manufacturing (lumber), served on the Board of the
Detroit House of Correction and Frank Kirby, head of Detroit Boat Works, served as
Water Commissioner. Theodore Buhl’s father and uncle had both been mayors of Detroit.
Buhl was an investor in Parke, Davis And Company (drugs). As a group. these big
businessmen were predominately Republican (72%) and Protestant (87%). The were also
very active in Republican state politics. McMillan, Joy and Russell Alger, investor in

Detroit Electric Light Company, joined with other business leaders in January 1885 to

¢ Zunz, Changing Face of Inequality, p.286, 327, 338, 358-59.
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form the powerful Michigan Republican Club. The Club’s purpose was to revitalize the
Republican Party.” In the late nineteenth century, James McMillan, along with his brother
Hugh, Alger, Joy, George Hendrie, William Muir and Frank Hecker, “had a voice in
almost every great industrial enterprise in Detroit.”™

The Michigan Republican Club originally backed Hazen Pingree for mayor of
Detroit in 1890. Pingree shared many of the characteristics of the Detroit industrial and
political elite. He, too, was Republican and Protestant. He had started a shoe factory in
Detroit after the Civil War with C.H. Smith.” Pingree had been anti-union and only
reluctantly signed a collective bargaining agreement in 1886. But after he had read the
works of labor economist, Richard Ely, he became apprehensive about potential working
class discontent. Consequently, he looked for cooperation between capital and labor once
he became mayor. '’

Detroit’s laboring people, while racially and ethnically divided, had broadened
expectations of an urbanized, industrialized Detroit to which Pingree, as Mayor from
1890 to 1897, responded with a type of urban populism that demanded the city address
the needs of its people.'" Pingree had promoted a vision of urban democracy where the
masses had a stake in a better urban society. Detroit needed municipal services such as
transportation and utilities, clean water and adequate sewage removal. Under Pingree,

issues such as the municipal ownership of the street cars in particular, and reform, in

7 Zunz, Changing Face of Inequality, p.204, 210-211, 213.
* Marie Heyda, O.P. “Senator James McMillan and the Flowering of the Spoil’s System,” Michigan

History 54 (Fall, 1970): 191.

° Zunz, Changing Face of Inequality, p.210.
' Arthur E. DeMatteo, “Organized Labor Versus the Mayor: The Detroit Federation of Labor and the

Revised City Charter of 1914,” Michigan Historical Review 22 (Fall, 1995): 67.
"I DeMatteo, "Organized Labor,” p.67.
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general, became popular political causes.'? Zunz claimed that “Pingree is known as one of
the first major urban reformers, able to combine prominent structural reforms with social

goals in a spirit of social justice.”" In an article originally published in Outlook, in 1897,

Pingree described his reforms in Detroit. He understood that the geographically and
demographically expanded Detroit needed transportation for its citizens. Consequently,
when there was a street car strike, Pingree demanded arbitration and the strike was settled
in one and one-half days. Although some of the city’s powerful aldermen, such as James
Vernor, Charles Wright and Chris Jacob strongly supported the privately owned street car
company, Pingree led a fight against granting of further franchise to this company.
Eventually, on November 20, 1894, the Pack and Everett Company of Cleveland
guaranteed cheap fares and received a competing franchise from the Detroit Council."*
This was the beginning of a long struggle between the City of Detroit and its private
streetcar companies.

Pingree also understood the growing modern urban dependence on technological
developments such as gas and clean water. Demonstrating that a company produced
cheaper gas in Cleveland than Detroit, he lowered gas for fuel by half and gas for lighting
by one third. Regarding Detroit’s water supply, Pingree believed that the expense of the
water should be borne by the general taxation. The Detroit Water Works had been owned
by the city since 1852. Pingree’s vision was that the city should provide for the general

betterment of its citizens when he said “for the sake of a better civilization, to furnish free

12 Melvin Holli, Reform in Detroit: Hazen S. Pingree and Urban Politics (New York, 1969), p.ix, 220-
221.

13 Zunz, Changing Face of Inequality, p.111.

1 Holli, Detroit, p.111-113.

28



schools, free libraries, free parks, it is right for the city to furnish free water for the
promotion of cleanliness, comfort and self-respect in the homes of its citizens...” "°
Referring to Pingree, historian Arthur DeMatteo concluded that, “He set a
standard which his successors in Detroit’s city hall found necessary to emulate if they
wished to survive politically.”'® Pingree’s successor, William C. Maybury, mayor from
1897 to 1904, was eventually defeated because he was out of tune with a new reform-
minded Detroit . George P. Codd followed in 1904 on a pledge to improve the street
railway system. The next three Detroit mayors, William E. Thompson (1907-08, 1911-12),
Philip Breitmeyer (1909-10), and Oscar B. Marx (1913-1918) all promised and failed to
deliver an improved street railway system.'” They were hampered by the Michigan
Constitution which prevented municipal ownership of public utilities and transportation
systems. Additionally, on January 12, 1901, all the streetcar lines, including Pingree’s
rival Detroit Railway, became consolidated into the Detroit United Railway (DUR). For
the next twenty-one years, the DUR operated on several track franchises, with varying
expiration dates between 1906 and 1935. The city refused to renew franchises, but
allowed the DUR to continue operations.'® In 1908 a new Michigan Constitution allowed
municipal ownership. Shortly thereafter, the Michigan Supreme Court ruled that cities

could not simply add municipal ownership but rather needed completely new charters.'’

The mayors of Detroit, following Pingree’s lead attempted to acquire municipal

' Holli, Detroit, p.114.

16 DeMatteo, “Organized Labor,” p. 67.

17 Melvin G. Holli, “Mayoring in Detroit, 1824-1985: Is Upward Mobility the ‘Impossible Dream’?”
Michigan History 13 (Spring, 1987): 3-5.

8 book review, Detroit Street Railways Volume I, 1863-1922, by Charles K. Hyde, Detroit in Perspective:
Journal of Regional History 7 (Fall, 1983): 84-85.

1 DeMatteo, “Organized Labor,” p. 69.

29




ownership of the street railway system for the first twenty years of the century. In the
meantime the public continued to battle with the DUR as both street railway service and
equipment continued to deteriorate.*

Pingree’s ideas about the new relationship between citizens and the municipal
government reflect similar tensions throughout U.S. cities in the Progressive Era. James
B. Crooks saw this tension in Baltimore between a nineteenth century municipal
government, which was unable to provide for urban growth and social justice and
reformers who wanted the city to respond to its modern needs. In Baltimore, as in
Detroit, the battle between the public control over street railways revealed deeper ideas
about municipal ownership. These ideas concerned public authority over services, not
socialism.”' Zane Miller understood that public utilities, and especially rapid mass transit,
raised serious issues about the fate of Cincinnati. These issues also revolved around
regulation and cost. In Cincinnati, the Progressive Era was a struggle between “bossism
and reform” with the former bringing some order to the city but the latter providing more
fundamental reforms.*

Progressive reform can not be fully understood as the dichotomy between bosses
and reformers. John Buenker used the term “urban liberalism’ to embrace a civic vision
where government intervenes to protect the less fortunate. He cited Hazen Pingree as an

urban liberal who understood the needs of Detroit’s working-class. Buenker’s theory of

2 Hyde, book review, p.84.
2! James B. Crooks, Politics and Progress: The Rise of Urban Progressivism in Baltimore, 1895-1911

22 Zane Miller, Boss Cox’s Cincinnati: Urban Politics in the Progressive Era (New York, 1968), p.vii,69-
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urban liberalism clarified the fact that progressive reform was so prominent in industrial
cities.”

Furthermore, urban liberalism was not only embraced by male reformers but by
women who were increasingly convinced of their need to pursue civic activism. Maureen
Flanagan has convincingly argued that in Chicago, clubwomen often opposed male-
sponsored municipal reforms. The men consistently advocated programs that would
enhance business interests in sanitation, education and police power. In contrast to this,
the women’s vision of the city government encompassed their perception of the well being
of Chicago’s citizens regardless of its effect on business. Chicago women wanted their city
government to take responsibility for modern urban problems.** Judith McArthur
explained that Texas women believed they provided a feminine expertise in matters of
government. They joined the suffrage movement when they realized they could not
depend on men to express this necessary feminine ability.”* James Connolly added the
influence of women in Boston politics as operating outside traditional partisan venues.
Boston women also contributed their ideas about reform stemming from their roles as
wives and mothers. In this way Boston politics became increasingly “domesticated.™®

Ironically as Pingree was promoting icipal responsibility that responded to the

broader citizen needs, the industrialization of Detroit was spawning a new and powerful

business elite determined to keep municipal responsibility in their hands, not let it spread
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down to the working-class. Prior to 1900, the majority of Detroit’s mayors, had come
from the merchant capitalists, lumber tycoons, and freight-car manufacturers. By 1920,
automobile manufacturing was the main industry which dominated the business of Detroit.
Consequently, the auto barons, along with other big businessmen held the great wealth
and influence in Detroit’s municipal affairs. Detroit had produced 4,192 cars in 1900 but
in 1920, produced 1,905,560 cars and an additional 321,789 trucks.”” Automobile
manufacturers Henry Ford and John and Horace Dodge were powerful in the factory
communities of Highland Park and Hamtramck, respectively. In 1922, when the City of
Detroit tried to expand into Highland Park and Hamtramck, Ford and the Dodge brothers
persuaded the people there to incorporate as separate municipalities. Both Highland Park
and Hamtramck were surrounded by Detroit and received some city services. Still, neither
Ford nor the Dodge brothers had to pay Detroit taxes.® Automobile manufacturers, such
as Henry Leland of the Cadillac and the Lincoln Motor Car Companies, formed
organizations such as the Municipal League in 1902 “to promote business-like, honest and
efficient conduct in municipal affairs.””’

Increasing class stratification, the large numbers of migrants in Detroit and an
exaggerated fear of socialism and labor radicalism, led the city’s great industrialists to

work together to impose social order on the community. In the early years of the century,

the economic and population boom increased Detroit’s union membership from 8,258 in
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1902 to 13,0794 in 1904.% Still, even though the Socialist party gained in popularity in
Detroit until 1912, a large part of the working-class population was unorganized and
Detroit was regarded as a nonunion town.’' As the automobile industry became more
prevalent in Detroit, the city was filled with foreign, unskilled and semi-skilled workers.*
The big businessmen intended that this new social order be based on a unified work force.
They used welfare capitalism and Americanization programs to effect this. Henry Ford’s
five dollar wage program was based on both ideas. These wages were only available to
those who performed on the job and in the community. Attendance was mandatory at
Ford’s English school for those who wanted the five dollar daily wage. The Ford
Sociology Department investigated workers for “manhood and thrift,” checking churches,
fraternal organizations, government records, etc. To qualify for the five dollar wage,
workers had to come from clean, orderly houses and be the breadwinner of the home.”’
Temperance was also important and the Sociological Department opened the doors of the
family icebox to check against liquor.™*

Americanization programs had been started by the Detroit schools but became
widespread only when the manufacturers, led by the Detroit Board of Commerce, gave
them full support. Author Gregory Mason, in the September 27, 1916 article in the New
Outlook, claimed that, “until the interest of the great employers of labor was secured, the

2935

efforts of the Board of Education bore little fruit. Detroit’s big corporations
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dominated the Americanization movement. Henry W. Hoyt, vice-president of Great Lakes
Engineering Company, F.S. Bigler, President of Michigan Bolt and Nut Company, Ernest
L. Lloyd, President of Lloyd Construction Company, John R. Lee, Director of Ford’s
Sociology Department, Horace Rackham, Legal Counsel for Ford, W. E. Scripps, of the
Detroit News, Scripps Motor Company and Scripps-Booth Cycle Car Company, were all
important supporters of the program.”® These men promoted a social vision in which
Americanization, which included a commitment to industrial discipline, predominated over
ethnic ties. The Detroit Board of Commerce financed the Americanization Night Schools
until July 1922 when the night school became part of the Detroit Community Union, a
citywide private umbrella organization.”’

Business interests had many opportunities to make their terms clear in the City of
Detroit. The Municipal League had among its members, J.L. Hudson (Hudson’s
Department Stores) and James E. Scripps (Detroit News).”® These men joined with
Progressive Republicans to direct political and economic reform in Detroit. They believed
that efficient government would cut costs and create a better business climate by freeing
capital for investment, thereby attracting industry and customers to Detroit. Threatening
this vision, however, was a series of political scandals. These generally involved election
fraud but sometimes involved graft. At that time, Detroit was governed by a weak mayor
form of municipal government with a city council formed of two aldermen from each of

the city’s twenty-one wards elected on a partisan ballot. According to historian Sidney
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Fine, the dominant influence was “easy going, inefficient and in a petty way corrupt.””

There was a bi-partisan Voteswappers League that directed the elections by controlling
precinct election inspectors. The election officials would hide concealed blue pencils to re-
mark unfavorable ballots and thereby void them. The call to “let the bluebirds fly”
instructed officials to do this while they were counting election results. Both the
Democrats and Republicans cooperated to prevent the election of local reform candidates,
especially in the Common Council. Urban bosses would mark blank ballots which were
cast by voters. In a scheme involving two voters and an urban boss, the voter would
provide the blank ballot to the boss, who marked it, and the second voter would cast it.*
The system was supported by those who wanted to prevent reform, especially regarding
prohibition and municipal ownership of the street railway. Consequently, the
Voteswappers League was heavily influenced by the Knights of the Royal Ark, which
comprised Detroit’s liquor dealers and by the Detroit United Railway.*'

In addition to election fraud, there were scandals involving financial gains for
officeholders and financial losses for the City. In 1901, Police Commissioner, Frank
Andrews had lost about one million dollars of Detroit city money in his City Savings
Bank. He was sentenced to fifteen years in prison but was pardoned a year later by the
governor.42 The Commissioner of Public Works, Dwight H. Moreland, went on trial for

payroll padding and selling public property for gain. The trial resulted in a hung jury.
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There were additional scandals involving the bribery of school inspectors by book agents,
furniture dealers and contractors, which led to support for school board reform.*

In 1912 a scandal erupted when almost half of the city council was involved with
accepting bribes from the Wabash Railroad. The railroad wanted to obtain a street closing
near the Fort Street Union Station. Nineteen were arrested.* The only case that came to
trial was that of Alderman Tom Glinnan. But, this scandal was hardly what it appeared.
Jack Delwyn Elenbaas found that it involved, “ambitious politicians on the outside looking
in, brutally competitive newspapers fighting for survival, plus influential businessmen with
a desire for more political influence over city hall...” Throughout the trial, the defense
attorney, James A. MacNamara, demonstrated heavy involvement with businessmen and
Mayor Thompson. Thompson tried to salvage his sagging political career as a reformer.
He informed Detroit businessman, Andrew H. Green, Jr. President of the Solvay Process
Company, that nothing was accomplished in Detroit without the bribing of many aldermen
in the city council. Green then decided to pay for bribes (about ten thousand dollars) and
expose the bribe-takers. The scheme also involved a bogus petition sponsored by the
Wabash railroad. Although the jury returned a verdict of not guilty, for Glinnan, the
council was in disrepute. This paved the way for city charter reform heavily sponsored by
the Detroit Citizens League. Elenbaas concluded that eventually reform would take power
away from the wards and make it more accessible to organized civic groups and the

newspapers.*’
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Both municipal corruption and fears about the undue influence of lower social
groups, had led to the founding of the Detroit Citizens League in 1912. The earlier
Municipal League collapsed in 1912 because of conflict between its president, Joseph L.
Hudson and its secretary Anthony Pratt. This left an organizational void for businessmen
who supported reform. The Detroit Citizens League was then organized by Henry Leland.
The League stood for prohibition and clean government. Leland also believed that
immigrants were potentially dangerous and needed to be controlled and stated that the
purpose of the League was “Increasing the activity of the better class of men in politics.”*
The League was joined in its efforts by the Detroit Bureau of Government Research which
surveyed municipal and administrative matters, and by the Detroit Board of Commerce.
Their definition of clean government meant reducing the influence of the working-class,
ward-based aldermanic system The members of the Detroit Citizens League, Bureau of
Government Research and the Board of Commerce supported a new city charter to break
the old system.*’

The Detroit Citizens League original members were Protestant, upper and middle

class businessmen. Leland encouraged business and professional people to join by sending

the League’s newsletter, Civic Searchlight, to certain churches and businesses. While

Leland provided substantial financial support for the League, he was joined by other
prominent Detroit businessmen. S. S. Kresge, Joseph Boyer, president of Burroughs
Adding Machine Company, C.R. Talbot, vice-president of the National Bank of

Commerce, Solvay Process Company, and Timken-Detroit Axle were all important
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contributors. Originally, the League functioned as an anti-saloon lobby. It employed the
services of Pliny W. Marsh, the former attorney for the Michigan Anti-Saloon League and
William P. Lovett, a former Baptist minister and publicity director of the Michigan Dry
Campaign. Charter reform became its focus from 1913 until 1918 when it was finally
successful. **

One early attempt at charter reform was slated for voter approval in February,
1914. At that time, the popular issue of municipal ownership of the street railway and the
joining of organized labor with other reformers seemed to guarantee victory. Earlier, in
April 1913, the voters overwhelmingly approved an amendment for municipal ownership,
40,531 to 9,542. Since the state law on municipal ownership was not entirely clear
regarding charter revision and municipal ownership, a Charter Commission was also
elected. The Commissioners were to integrate municipal ownership of the street railways,
consolidate the city’s governmental structure by granting the mayor appointment powers
of city departments, reduce the size of the Common Council from two to one non-partisan
alderman per ward and provide for civil service. The new charter had provisions for
Detroit’s laboring class such as maximum hours and minimum wages for city employees.
It also included a Department of Labor Welfare to represent the interests of the working
class. Although high-profile Detroit citizens like Leland, business newspaper publisher
Henry Nimmo, former mayor Breitmeyer, municipal reformer Horace G. Williams, Ford
Motor Company’s James Couzens, local judge Edward J. Jeffries, coal and lumber dealer
Thomas Anketell, realtor Homer Warren and powerful alderman John C. Lodge, joined

with the Detroit Federation of Labor (DFL), to support the charter, it was defeated.
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Arthur DeMatteo concluded that a combination of several factors contributed to the
defeat. The Michigan Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of cities to effect
municipal ownership without charter reform which led to the withdrawal of support from
Mayor Oscar Marx and the Detroit News. Also, Detroit’s labor force was largely semi-
skilled and therefore not well represented by the DFL. Lastly, the charter was opposed by
the anti-prohibition forces and those who benefited from the large ward-based system.*’

Both Lovett and Marsh reacted to this defeat by leading the League to become
more popularly based, opening League membership to all Detroit voters and employing
precinct-level volunteers to do grass-roots work. Inspired by the successful passage of the
Michigan Scott-Flowers Honest Elections Law in 1915, the League set about reforming
the election board in Detroit. They secured a charter amendment that abolished the old
election boards and replaced them with a five member city election commission who chose
election officials from the applicants. Raymond R. Fragnoli, writing about municipal
reform in Detroit, claimed that the Voteswappers League was effectively dead at that
point.”’

After the Voteswappers League was destroyed, the Detroit Citizens League strove
for more structural reform in Detroit’s municipal government. They successfully
championed a revision of the Michigan Home Rule Act and streamlined charter reform
from four separate elections to two (Scott Law, 1916). They then set about gathering
13,969 signatures to place Detroit’s charter revision amendment on the ballot. It passed in

April, 1917, 24,391 to 8,886."'
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The large plurality in the charter revision vote shows the general popularity of the
measure in Detroit. As Fragnoli noted, the Detroit Citizens League appealed not only to
businessmen, but to labor and church groups as well. They championed the idea that a
smaller, at-large council would be more modern and it would produce leaders with a city-
wide vision as opposed to the narrow-minded, ward politicians. In order to enlist the
support of Detroit’s laboring men, William Lovett gave a series of lunch time addresses, to
factory workers stressing the cooperation needed among all Detroit’s citizens. Lastly, for
the churches, the League stressed that in order to preserve election and temperance
reform, Detroit needed a revised charter.*

The charter supporters, led by the Detroit Citizens League, met with only a weak
opposition consisting of some members of the old Common Council and the Detroit
Federation of Labor. The Charter’s central issue was whether the city was best served by
people representing one of many diverse interests or people representing what was best

for the city as a whole. The Detroit Labor News opposed the at-large council because it

feared that the interests of workingmen and minorities would be lost. Still, The Detroit
Labor News and the Detroit Federation of Labor only represented a small, weak
organization of workingmen in Detroit.”’

Part of the explanation for the weakness of organized labor in Detroit can be seen

in the strength of employer opposition. In 1902, the Employers’ Association of Detroit
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(EAD) was founded, primarily as an anti-union organization to supply reliable, non-union
labor for Detroit’s industries. Its members were alarmed at the incidence of labor unrest,
not only throughout the country but more specifically in Detroit. Detroit’s skilled metal
workers had been especially successful during the crucial early years of development in
the auto industry. In union shops, certain tasks were paid definite amounts and the
members themselves determined time and production rules. In 1901, the Machinists
Union successfully struck to reduce the working day from ten to nine hours. Also in 1901,
Detroit Spring and Steel and American Car and Foundry were forced by the Amalgamated
Iron, Steel and Tin Workers Union to grant a five percent pay increase. On June second
of the same year, after a six month strike, Buhl Malleable Iron gave the Iron Molders
Union the right to set wages on new work. Detroit’s union membership grew from 8,000
in 1901 to 14,000 in 1904.>*

In the wake of such labor successes, the EAD members were especially anxious
about their diminished control within the union shops. They banded together to oppose
organized labor claiming they were anti-union, not anti-worker, and that they wanted to
protect the workers’ right to work. The EAD’s first secretary, John J. Whirl, said that
there was no intentional discrimination against union men only against the closed shop.”’
One of the Employers’ Association founders, Henry Leland claimed he was not against
workers but only wanted to protect employers from what he called the “abuses of labor”
Leland advised Burroughs Adding Machine to move to Detroit because Detroit labor was

s0 “good.” By 1904 workers called the EAD the Union Wreckers Association.>®
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The Employers’ Association of Detroit was only one of many similar organizations
throughout the country that ultimately merged into a national organization led by the
National Association of Manufacturers. They were all pledged to the open shop, remained
virulently anti-union, and employed a carrot and stick approach that advocated responsible
behavior for management but employed brutal strike breaking tactics against labor
organizations.”” Between 1903 and 1907, the EAD urged members to fire union workers
and hire non-union men. They were assisted by an economic slump in 1904 where laid off
union people were easily replaced with unemployed non-union workers. The EAD
supplied strikebreakers and sought the aid of the state with court injunctions. An 1898
Michigan Supreme Court ruling had declared picketing as a disruption of peace. The
strikebreakers came from an EAD Labor Bureau where applicants were scrutinized for
union activity. The EAD also employed spies in the factories to observe potential
troublemakers. The 1907 metal workers’ strike failed when Hungarian strikebreakers were
escorted by police to the plants. Additionally, the EAD employed its connections to
Detroit’s banks to restrict credit and impose mortgage foreclosures to enforce the open
shop. By 1911 only nine percent (15,000) of Detroit’s 175,000 workers were unionized.
Lastly, apprenticeship programs ended with the introduction of the EAD’s controlled
trade school. Workers, coming into the labor market would no longer be trained by other
workers, but rather in a trade school which emphasized industrial discipline and company,

not worker, loyalty.*®
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While the Employers’ Association was strangling the craft unions in Detroit, the
International Workers of the World (IWW or Wobblies) made a valiant but futile attempt
to organize the unskilled. The Wobblies advocated industry-wide unions and revolutionary
tactics. In 1913, IWW organizer, Matilda Rabinowitz, came to Detroit and drew crowds
of upwards of three thousand Ford workers at her lunch time speeches. Ford responded
by having her arrested and canceling workers’ outdoor lunch privileges. Still, the
Wobblies made inroads at Studebaker and the workers called a plant strike on June 17,
1913, demanding the eight hour day and weekly paychecks. They were joined by workers
at the Timken-Axle Plant and another Studebaker plant. Hoping to spread the strike to
the Packard plant, two thousand marched there on June nineteenth. They were met,
however, with mounted police who charged the crowd and clubbed the leaders. With the
EAD supplying strikebreakers at Studebaker and many IWW leaders arrested, the strike
ended. Workers were able to draw seventy percent of their pay before the bi-monthly
checks but the eight hour day and union recognition were impossible.*® Consequently, in
spite of some early success among the skilled metal workers and the efforts of the
Industrial Workers of the world, Detroit had the reputation as “the graveyard of
organizers.”

The large numbers of workers who voted for charter reform and opposed the

advice of the Detroit Labor News also attests to the weakness of organized labor in

Detroit. Organized labor had been unable to garner support for the earlier 1914 charter.

There was plenty of publicity in favor of the 1918 charter. The city’s largest newspaper,
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the Detroit News agreed with the Detroit Citizen League on the need for charter reform.®'
In the November 6, 1917 election, Detroiters endorsed charter revision in general 27,756
to 10,910. An advisory vote for the nine man council was approved in sixteen of the city’s
twenty-one wards including many which would be considered ethnic neighborhoods (sixty
or more percent ethnic).*

The charter commission consisting of, Sherman D. Callender, Eugene S.
Clarkson, Divie B Duffied, Lee E. Joslyn, Paul H. King, J.C. Nagel, William A Petzold,
Edward A. Van Husan and Richard M. Watson were chosen in the November election.
The revised city charter was presented to the city clerk in March, 1918. The new charter
included a strong mayor whose responsibility was to appoint or dismiss department heads
and submit a budget. He was to administer the city along with the city clerk and the
treasurer. The commission abolished the twenty-one ward-based city council and replaced
it with a nine member, at-large council. Elections would be non-partisan and held in odd
number years. Lastly, the city clerk scheduled a special election for charter approval on
June 25, 1918.%

The leadership and funding for the campaign to support the revised city charter
came from big businessmen. Among the most influential were Leland, S.S. Kresge,
businessmen Oscar Webber and Joseph Boyer, Fred G. Austin, Joseph Crowley, William
H. Murphy, Henry G. Joy, A.H. Buhl and Louis Mendelsson. The automobile

manufacturers were represented by John and Horace Dodge, Horace H. Rackham, C.
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Harold Wills and Edsel Ford.** In addition to the large financial support of Detroit’s big
businessmen, the Detroit Citizens League employed volunteers to do the grass-roots
work. Twenty-six percent of these volunteers were Detroit’s laborers who, along with low
white collar workers (another 26 percent) comprised two largest groups. Workingmen
were attracted to the idea of enhanced democracy where a citizen would elect all nine
representatives as well as argument that the old system was wasteful. The League also
tried to secure approval from the African American and ethnic communities. Their
success is apparent in the ethnic newspapers generally endorsing the charter. Even the

Detroit Labor News, while still criticizing some aspects of the charter, made no

recommendations. Fragnoli concluded that in the June twenty-fifth election, the League
faced “virtually no opposition.”®* The Detroit voters approved the new city charter 32,690
to 4,587 (87.7% of the vote). It was approved in every ward and every precinct.*

The Detroit Citizens League charter reform made profound changes in Detroit
politics. In the pull away from partisanship, other pressure groups became important in
sponsoring issues and candidates. Elenbaas noted that the League resembled another
political machine with Henry Leland as its “boss.” Leland’s secretary Jonathan Bourne
said the League was like “a regular Tammany organization.”®’ Council candidates in a
city-wide election had to have money, press coverage and endorsements. In the first
election of the new council, eight of the nine elected were business or professional men.

The last was a labor candidate who received the endorsement of the League. Between
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1918-1933, sixteen of the twenty-four men elected to the common council had a business
or professional background. The League approved of four of the seven mayors during the
same time period. Finally, the voters turned down in 1921, 1929, and 1933 the

opportunity to return to the old system.’® The Detroit Citizen - A Progressive Community

Magazine, (To Advance Democracy by Enabling the People to know and Apply the Truth
about Local Conditions, Industrial, Political and Civic) opposing the influence of big
business, wrote that the Detroit Citizens League had used the mask of civic welfare to
“capture political power, to direct it into channels by which they may be politically
glorified or sanctified, but through which they may best pressure and promote their own
private business and varied enterprise.”®

Some businessmen saw the political solution for Detroit in the centralization of
decision making that would be accomplished by the new city charter. Elenbaas, writing
about urban reform in the Progressive Era, believed Detroit reformers exemplified Samuel
Hays’ assessment that businessmen used the centralization of decision making in a strong
mayor, small council to effect municipal reform. These Detroit men, from organizations
such as the Chamber of Commerce, the Detroit Citizens League, the Detroit Uplift
League and the Municipal League, wanted the municipal government to promote their
interests, which they considered as co-terminus with the public interest. They wanted to
establish an attractive business climate, expand markets, provide good transportation and

collect adequate taxes. The at-large requirements for the city council promised that only

those with significant resources could be elected. These people would come primarily
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from the business and professional classes. The new charter seemed to be a triumph of
those who wanted a business-oriented municipal government at the expense of a working
class, immigrant one.”

In examining the charter reform campaign, however, other scholars point to the
voting behavior of Detroit voters to demonstrate that the campaign cannot be simply
accepted as a businessman’s triumph. Fragnoli emphasized that voters were not divided on
class, or ethnic lines because the charter reform had support in all areas of the city.”"
Connolly argued that progressive reform was really a broad term that was opened to
interpretation. In Boston, there was a “sweeping promise of a more honest and effective
government” which explained the support of Boston’s working-class. If the interests of
the whole city were addressed, then labor would get the attention it believed it deserved.”

Still, the new charter reflected, not only the hopes of working-class people, but a
new relationship which had developed between business and the state as employers in
Detroit sought new ways to control the business environment. Businessmen had lost their
absolute faith in /aissez-faire individualism and formed new relationships with the state at
local levels. The demands of a new, urbanized, industrialized society required an
infrastructure for public utilities and transportation. Businessmen were discovering that the
state could be a useful and profitable ally.”” The Citizens Research Council of Michigan,

founded in 1916 and funded by private gifts from influential firms, injected its views into
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Michigan politics. The Research Council’s purpose was to promote administration to
“facilitate and control expanded public services and expenditures taking place.”’*

By 1919, in spite of Americanization efforts, and charter reform, Detroit
experienced the Red Scare. Both Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman spoke at the
Auto Workers Hall on November 26, 1919. Berkman had already been notified by the
government that he would soon be deported and Goldman expected a similar decision. In
addition, IWW leader, Bill Hayward was scheduled to speak to Detroit workers several
days later. Originally, the Police Commissioner, Dr. James W. Inches, granted permission
for the meeting.”” The Common Council approved Dr. Inches’ decision with a vote of
confidence believing that free speech was the best cure for radicalism.”® However, two
days later, while the IWW assembly was allowed, the Police Commissioner denied
Hayward’s permission to speak. Dr. Inches claimed that the “opposition to William
Hayward had become so strong” that his speech would cause a serious disturbance.”’
Zunz explained that while Mayor James Couzens tried to maintain free speech in Detroit,
the police department cooperated with Attorney General Mitchell Palmer’s anti-Red
tactics. The police raided Detroit’s communist center, the House of Masses, and suspects
were arrested and eventually deported.”® Mayor Couzens protested to the Department of
Justice to remove those arrested from city owned jails. Couzens claimed that the facilities

were not sanitary, had too little food or medical care for such large numbers. He was

joined in this protest by attorney Fred Butzel, Chemical Company president, Frederick
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Stearns and Sebastian S. Kresge. These men eventually secured bail, attorneys and funds
for the inmates’ families. While Detroit employers has a general distrust of organized labor
and they were committed to the open shop, some were shocked at the manner of arrests
and confinement of prisoners.”

In keeping with their carrot and stick approach of not totally alienating the city’s
working-class, Detroit businessmen supported certain popular measures while holding firm
against others. They supported three cent fares for workingmen for example, but they
opposed the municipal ownership of the street railway as an attack on private enterprise.
They also opposed housing reform because it was too socialistic.** Reinhold Niebuhr, a
pastor in Detroit in the 1920s, believed that the auto executives of the age did not have a
“highly developed social conscience.” He worried about the future in a city like Detroit
“in which wealth, suddenly acquired...is so little mellowed by social intelligence.”®'

Historians who have dealt specifically with Detroit generally agreed with a
traditional Progressive Era interpretation. Elenbaas claimed that urban reform in early
twentieth century Detroit mirrored Samuel Hays’ findings that the municipal reform
movements of the early twentieth century were intended to place the decision-making
power in the hands of efficient businessmen. According to Hays, businessmen and
professionals tried to take formal power from previously dominant lower and middle class
politicians and political party machinery in order to advance their own policies.* Fragnoli

admitted that municipal reform was business-led in Detroit but it did have a popular

" Editor’s Note, Wilma Henderson ed. Detroit in Perspective p.314.
8 Elenbaas, “Detroit and the Progressive Era,” p.165, 216.
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following.” Zunz believed Detroit industrialists were promoting a new, unified social
order through welfare capitalism, using Americanization programs to encourage similar
moral values and work habits.** Lastly, Sidney Fine saw the 1918 triumph of Progressive
middle class values over ethnic ones as short lived. If Detroit businessmen, operating
through the Detroit Citizens League and the Detroit Bureau of Governmental Research,
imposed their political hegemony through the new City Charter, Fine claimed that
hegemony was destroyed shortly thereafter in the Recorder’s Court Election of 1923. In
the Recorder’s Court Election of 1923, four of the seven judges, Keiden, Cotter, Marsh
and Heston were known as the “Bloc,” and were not friendly to labor or to the poor. In
the ensuing election, Frank Murphy got the largest number of votes although the Detroit
Citizens League put him in the “not recommended” category. Both Judges Heston and
Marsh were eliminated from the court. Consequently, the Detroit Citizens League
sponsored “Bloc” was defeated.®* Still, Fine continued to see that business driven
Progressive reforms were achieved, albeit short-lived. It appeared that progressive reform
in Detroit was promoted by business and supported by other men. But, Detroit was a
complex city and its varying interests meant that business control was never consolidated.
One of those varying city interests was that of reform-minded women. Fine noted
the influence of women but did not explore the full implications of their civic activism. No
one looking at Detroit in the Progressive Era has ever examined the role of women in the
civic life of the city. Although civic-minded women appear off the scope of Detroit’s

historians, they were contributing their own political vision to the city. While Detroit was

8 Fragnoli, “Progressive Coalitions,” p.139.
8 Zunz, Changing Face of Inequality, p.309.
8 Fine, Murphy, p.103, 111, 114, 116.
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becoming urbanized and industrialized, the clubwomen of Detroit were becoming
increasingly involved with the political affairs of their community. Using their voluntary
associations which, as Sara Evans explained, are at the juncture between the public and
private realms, they organized to inject a new voice in political affairs. Despite their
position outside the franchise, they pioneered lobbying techniques and public relations
campaigns to sponsor public baths, municipal playgrounds, woman’s suffrage, and school
board reform. In the first two decades of the twentieth century, Detroit clubwomen
pursued their civic activism where they worked not only for the betterment of women but

for all the residents of Detroit.
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Chapter 2 - The Beginning of Women’s Activism

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, women throughout Michigan
and particularly within Detroit, were concerned with the welfare of the family and the
home. As Paula Baker explained, “many nineteenth century women found this vision of
the home congenial: it encouraged a sense of community and responsibility toward all
women and it furnished a basis for political action.” ' Women often stressed that they held
a unique perspective between public and private and only they could provide this
particular viewpoint. Detroit women originally founded their voluntary associations for
cultural, literary and charitable purposes but found through cooperation that they could
promote civic betterment.” In this regard, as Sara Evans noted, during the expansion of
the market economy, women’s and men’s clubs provided an avenue for public action with
women’s clubs influencing public policy even before women had the franchise.” According
to Gayle Gullett, organized women were always political since they were involved with a
struggle over power relations. Her work demonstrated that California women strove for
recognition of their public work and for expanding women’s opportunities before
suffrage.* Detroit women likewise expanded their public activity and civic activism as the
city became industrialized and urbanized. Clara Arthur, a founding member of Detroit’s

Twentieth Century Club and president of the DFWC, said “We cannot enter kitchens

! Paula Baker, “The Domestication of Politics: Women and American Political Society, 1780-1920,”
Vicki L. Ruiz and Ellen Carol DuBois eds., Unequal Sisters: A MultiCultural Reader in U.S. Women’s
History 2nd Edition (New York, 1994), p.91.

2 « A Brief History of the Detroit Federation of Women’s Clubs,” 1918-1919 Directory of the Detroit
Federation of Women’s Clubs p.9-11 Burton Historical Collection, Detroit Public Library (BHC).

3 Sara Evans, “Women’s History and Political Theory: Toward a Feminist Approach to a Public Life”
Suzanne Lebsock and Nancy Hewitt, eds., Visible Women: News Essays on American Activism (Urbana,
1993), p.128.
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without coming in contact with the political side of domestic concerns. The water supply

5 Detroit

and our garbage pails remind us that something is managed for us, not by us.
clubwomen bear out the research of Paula Baker as they understood a rapidly
industrialized city created social dislocations that were best managed by the state.® They
therefore championed protective labor legislation for women and children, educational
reform, food inspection, and crime prevention all to be undertaken by government
enactment of new public policies. Since they were outside of the franchise, Detroit
women used their clubs and associations as vehicles for their civic action. In doing so, they
created a separate political culture from that of men. Gullett called clubwomen’s politics
“womanly” meaning altruistic and non-partisan. This was in sharp contrast to manly
politics which was self-serving and partisan.” In Detroit, women did not identify
themselves as altruistic, but rather as concerned citizens. The city was the joint
responsibility of both men and women, yet women believed that they offered a unique
vision for Detroit. It was not altruistic because all residents benefited.

Men considered women to be political outsiders and often disparaged women’s
political activity. Consequently, Detroit clubwomen’s political activism had to be creative
and persistent for their municipal work. In Detroit, and in other U.S. cities, women
pioneered non-voting political pressure techniques such as public education and petitions.
They used scientific research and the advice of experts to substantiate their reforms. For

example, when Detroit clubwomen advocated public baths, they cited favorable evidence

5 Alice Tarbell Crathern, In Detroit...Courage Was the Fashion: The Contribution of Women to the
Development of Detroit, 1701 to 1951 (Detroit, 1953), p.123-124.

¢ Baker, “Domestication,” p. 97.
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from public health officials. Women’s clubs were also places where women could practice
the skills necessary for public activism.® In these venues, they developed leadership,
organizational and communication skills.

The municipal activity of Detroit women was greatly influenced by the phenomenal
economic and social changes of the early twentieth century as well as by the fact that the
responsibilities of government were changing as federal, state and local governments
increased their activity in economics and social welfare.” Between 1900 and 1920, Detroit
went from the thirteenth largest city in the country to the fourth. Increased numbers meant
increased pressure on the city to provide adequate transportation, education and sanitation
for all its citizens. These were new municipal concerns and there were debates over the
legitimate extent of these services, as well as who and how these services would be
financed. Additionally, large numbers of unskilled and semi-skilled workers, coming from
different ethnic and racial groups, threatened to disrupt Detroit’s old social order. Urban
women were increasingly coming to believe they could mediate social problems through
social services.'® Simultaneous with this shifting political and economic situation, Detroit
was undergoing a shift in political power. Nineteenth century municipal politics had been
dominated by a decentralized, wet, ward-based system that was giving way to a
centralized, dry, business-dominated government. Amidst these changes, Detroit
clubwomen were convinced they needed the franchise to effect their vision of needed
political and social change in Detroit, a vision that often deviated from that of many

Detroit men.

% Evans, “Women’s History,” p.130.
® Baker, “Domestication,” p.85.
19 Gullett, Becoming Citizens, p.139.
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Suffrage
Michigan women had a long history of female activism both in the suffrage
campaign and within Detroit. Clara B. Arthur’s pre-franchise booklet, Progress of

Michigan Women, claimed that, within the state, “wise laws came from the untiring

activity of Michigan women interested in the development of their sex and the need of the
state for women’s counsel.”'! Nevertheless, the battle for the franchise was slow and
arduous. '* In 1846, Ernestine L. Rose was the first woman to address a state legislature
on the political needs of women. She stressed “the right and need of women to the elected
franchise.” Rose was politely received but nothing was done. '* In 1849, State Senators
Dwight Webb, Edward H. Thompson and Rix Robinson reported favorably on Senate
Document Number Ten regarding women and the franchise. But, only a few years later, in
1855, the Committee on Elections ridiculed a petition by Betsey P. Parker, Lucinda
Knapp, Nancy Fleming and Electa Meyers of Lenawee County for the franchise by
amendment to the State Constitution. In 1866, the state’s first women’s suffrage bill was

defeated by only one vote but one year later, the legislature granted female taxpayers the

" Clara B. Arthur, Progress of Michigan Women pamphlet at BHC (Detroit, no date, no publisher), p.5
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McBride, On Wisconsin Women: Working for Their Rights from Settlement to Suffrage (Madison, 1993).
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right to vote in school elections.'* There were a few instances where Michigan women
voted, such as in Sturgis in 1868 when they supported and passed prohibition for their
town. In 1871 a Detroit widow and taxpayer, Nannette B. Gardner, voted in the First
Precinct of the Ninth Ward for several years. The enrolling officer, Peter Hill, apparently
had no objections. Other enrolling officers turned away Catherine Stebbins and Harriet J.
Boutell."”

The Michigan State Suffrage Association (MSSA) was organized in Battle Creek
on January 20, 1870 in an attempt to get the franchise for all Michigan women.'® Four
years later, Michigan considered women’s suffrage amendment and MSSA sought to take
advantage of this opportunity. In Detroit, the Detroit Woman’s Suffrage Association
(DWSA) organized to champion this effort. They supported a resolution to strike the
word “male” from the qualifications for electors. In spite of a semi-favorable press and
national attention, the resolution lost overwhelmingly. The State Suffrage Association was
temporarily demoralized and disbanded.'’

When the effort for women’s suffrage failed at the state convention, there was no
state organization representing women'’s suffrage. In Detroit the DWSA and the Detroit
Equal Suffrage Club (DESA), founded by Helen Jenkins in 1875, carried on the suffrage
work. In 1884, woman’s suffrage was reorganized state-wide into the Michigan Equal
Suffrage Association (MESA). In 1885, under the leadership of Mary L. Doe of Bay City,

women attempted to get a state law granting municipal suffrage. MESA argued that

4 McHaney, “Securing the Sacred Right to Vote,” p.39.
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women were taxpayers and that the municipal government directly affected women’s
concerns.'® The measure lost in the State Senate by one vote. The House never acted on
it. In Detroit, the 1889 city charter amendment gave mothers of minor children the right to
vote in school elections. State conferred municipal suffrage failed again in 1889, but in
1893, it passed and was signed by Governor John T. Rich. Doe promptly organized
classes in city government in order that women might be prepared. Mayor Hazen Pingree
of Detroit ordered additional registration books to carry the extra registrants. There was
disagreement over what types of officials were considered municipal. Edward H. Kennedy
and Henry S. Potter filed an injunction against Pingree and the Detroit Common Council.
In turn, Mary Stuart Coffin and Mary E. Burnett filed a writ of mandamus to compel the
election commissioners to carry out the law. Justice John W. McGrath of the Michigan
State Supreme Court referred to Article Seven, Section One of the Michigan Constitution
and denied the mandamus on the ground that “the Legislature had no right to create a new
class of voters.”'® Between 1897 and 1899, MESA was joined by women’s clubs and
other organizations to secure women on state boards. The legislation to appoint women
failed, but Governor Pingree appointed Jane M. Kinney to the East Michigan Asylum for
the Insane. His action was approved by the State Senate. Following that precedent, other
women were successfully appointed.”

Four years after Detroit women were granted the right to vote in school elections,
they formed the Women’s Independent Voters Association (1893). School board

members were elected, one per ward and these women took an active part in all school

'8 McHaney, “Securing the Sacred Right to Vote,” p.40.
19 McHaney, “Securing the Sacred Right to Vote,” p.41.
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elections.”’ The Women’s Independent Voters Association worked for better municipal
politics, especially on the school board. These women protested undesirable candidates,
and used their votes to defeat them. They also convinced their husbands and sons to join
in the effort. Consequently, the Detroit Tribune believed that the clubwomen of Detroit
were “earnest workers for city welfare.””” The 1908-1909 Annual Report of the Civic
Improvement Committee of the DFWC claimed direct credit for the defeat of Anthony
Treppa. Treppa was the school inspector of the Ninth Ward, but he was also a saloon
keeper. Detroit clubwomen did not want saloon interests represented on the school board.
The DFWC sent letters to city officials, raised money for advertising and solicited
automobiles for election work at the polls. The report added “The importance of rescuing
the public schools from politics is accentuated.”’

In 1907 there was a call to revise the 1850 state constitution in Michigan. Not
surprisingly, MESA requested full franchise for women. They lobbied the constitutional
convention with petitions, resolutions and endorsements; there were more petitions for
women’s suffrage than all other issues combined. At a hearing before the Committee on
Elective Franchise in the state capital on January 8, 1908, clubwomen claimed to represent
175,000 women seeking the vote. Women from the State Grange, Farmers Clubs,
Maccabees, the State Women’s Christian Temperance Union, the State Federation of
Labor, the Detroit Garment Workers, eight thousand clubwomen, and the Woman’s Press

Association presented their case. But, the effort ended in failure when the vote in the
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Constitutional Convention denied the franchise to women. Clara Arthur believed that men
were less worried about women voting than they were about women holding office.”* The
defeat was not total as women tax payers got partial suffrage to vote on matters relating
to public expenditure of money, bonding issues and public utilities. In 1909, the National
American Woman’s Suffrage Association (NAWSA) received 135,000 names from
Michigan on their petition to Congress. In 1911, Michigan suffragists mounted an
unsuccessfill attempt to strike the word “male” from the list of voter qualifications.”’

Before the franchise, Detroit women knew that educating voters was crucial to
influencing the political system. For example, in 1910, two Detroit women ran on the
Socialist ticket for local office. The women, Ida Krummerfeld and Nellie Knott, used their
campaigns to educate the voters. They went house to house and helped organize those
who were concerned about social conditions. They used the novelty of their campaign as a
vehicle to bring attention to the voters about working class problems.*

Both MESA and DESA expanded their activities for state suffrage. In 1912
Governor Chase Osborn convinced the legislature to put women’s suffrage on the
November, 1912 ballot. Detroit women such as Clara Avery, Harriet (Mrs. John) Trix,
Minnie Stott (Mrs. Edward) Jeffries and Clara Arthur organized letter writing campaigns,
passed out literature and sponsored lectures.”’” MESA activists criss-crossed the state
passing out three tons of literature. Although MESA employed poll watchers to guard

against fraud, there appeared to be grave discrepancies in the state-wide balloting. Original
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newspaper accounts claimed women’s suffrage had passed by between three and twelve
thousand votes. But, due to errors in ballot counting, the official count defeated the
amendment by 762 votes. There was evidence of widespread fraud in Wayne, Kent,
Saginaw and Bay Counties. Ballots disappeared, were burned before a recount, and were
never handed out. Some areas had more votes cast than they had registered voters.*®

Not all Michigan women were in favor of women’s suffrage. In 1913, the anti-
suffragists organized the Michigan Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage (MAOWS).
They were joined in their efforts by the liquor interests represented by the Royal Ark,
which was comprised of Detroit’s liquor dealers. This connection resulted in the women
being erroneously accused of being funded by the liquor dealers. The MAOWS believed
that voting was a man’s responsibility and that extending the vote to women would harm
the family and the home. MESA supporters agreed that the home was important but they
claimed that women needed the vote to protect it.”

By 1914, thus, Michigan women could vote as mothers or guardians for school
boards. Taxpaying women could vote on issues involving the direct spending of public
money. They were, however, not allowed to choose who would spend their money and
had only a secondary role in how such money was spent.”® African-American women
joined the suffrage battle and enumerated the reasons why women wanted the ballot:
“Equal Suffrage is woman’s desire to see in all walks of life, the honor, the virtue, the
justice, the genuine human sympathy which she interprets as the foundation of any

permanent social structure.” African-American women also stressed that the ballot was
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not intended for women to rule over men but rather so they could keep “his city home and
his nation’s home clean and wholesome.” '

Entrance of the United States into World War I made Michigan women more
intent on directly influencing public policy. Clara Arthur and other suffragists believed
“war with expenditure of life and treasure holds back civilization and the full citizenship of
women.”” As Susan Ware noted, World War I was especially troubling for pacifist
women such as Jane Addams, and the members of Alice Paul’s Congressional Union who
opposed the war and were jailed for their opposition.”> Women believed that they had a
responsibility to make their political voices heard in such an important issue as war. The
clubwomen of Detroit supported the U.S. war effort with their extensive volunteer work
but they noted the irony of working for democracy abroad while still striving for it at
home. The Chairperson of the DFWC'’s Legislative Department, Marjory Miller
Whittemore criticized Detroit Congressmen Charles Nichols and Frank Doremus who
supported the war but opposed women’s suffrage. She wrote that they “probably saw
nothing inconsistent when they cast their vote in favor of this nation joining the great
conflict in behalf of democracy. We can only sadly wish that while championing
democracy abroad, the country might have created a real democracy at home.”* Detroit

clubwomen emphasized the connection between their war work and the franchise. In a

DFWC Board of Directors’ Resolution they explained that women needed
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enfranchisement, “not only as a just privilege, but as an opportunity to serve the nation
with the fullest patriotism at all times, but, especially during the present supreme test.” *°
At the Thirty-second Annual Convention of the Michigan Equal Suffrage Association in
March of 1918, Carrie Chapman Catt reminded Detroit women that purely knitting and
making surgical dressings would not win the war. She advised them to continue their war
work but “stick your knitting needles into the man who calls you pro-German for
supporting suffrage at the same time.” *°

In November 1918, the state women’s suffrage referendum was slated to come
before Michigan voters. Once more, organized women in MESA and DESA worked hard
for its passage. The campaign was directed by Detroit clubwoman, Ida (Mrs. Arthur)
Peppers of the DFWC. The Board of Directors of the DFWC issued a resolution pledging
their support for “full patriotism” in the upcoming election.”’ Laura Cramer’s October
Report of the Legislative Department stressed that clubwomen “must lend every energy
for the next few weeks in getting every clubwoman in Detroit interested to the extent of
seeing every voter favoring suffrage casts his vote.” *® The lessons of past campaigns were
well learned and clubwomen stayed a the polls to watch for irregularities. While influenza

limited the numbers of poll watchers to only about one thousand, there was less fraud and

women’s suffrage was passed with a majority of 34,506 out of 400,000 votes cast.”’
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Sharon McHaney attributed the 1918 success to four factors: an earlier adoption of
Michigan prohibition separated women from that issue, politicians both nationally and
state-wide had become amenable to woman suffrage, women’s participation in war work,
and the persistent efforts of MESA.*

At the national level, clubwomen continued to work for suffrage. The Michigan
State Federation of Women’s Clubs (MFWC) had officially endorsed suffrage in October
0f 1910. During 1918, the DFWC representing 6,500 members, sent countless telegrams
to Senators and the President endorsing suffrage. Senators William Allen Smith and
Charles E. Townsend of Michigan were on record as supporting the Nineteenth
Amendment by May of 1918.*' Additionally, clubwomen sent letters requesting suffrage
support to key senators like Moses of New Hampshire, Borah of Idaho and Gay of
Louisiana. They felt this was urgent in December, 1918 to facilitate the passage of the
Susan B. Anthony Amendment in that Congressional session.*’ The Board of Directors of
the DFWC adopted a resolution supporting the Susan B. Anthony Amendment. The
DFWC forwarded this resolution to U.S. Congressmen, Frank Doremus, Charles Nichols
and Patrick Kelly.*’ Detroit clubwomen Kathleen McGraw Hendrie, Marjory Miller
Whittemore, Betsey Graves (Mrs. Paul) Reneau, Geraldine Sheehan, Lillian Snedicor,
Lillian Ascough and Phoebe Munnecke picketed the White House. Whittemore and

Reneau were among the women jailed for their efforts.*
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The overall success of the drive toward suffrage for Michigan women could be
seen in Governor Albert E. Sleeper’s reaction to the Congressional passage of the Susan
B. Anthony Amendment. On June 5, 1919, Governor Sleeper wired the State Department
in Washington asking that a certified copy of the amendment be sent to Michigan at once.
Sleeper wanted the state legislature to vote before the adjournment of its special session.
There had been a concurrent resolution passed unanimously by Michigan representatives
urging their federal counterparts to support the amendment. There was hope that
Michigan might be the first state to ratify the 19th Amendment.*’ Instead, Michigan was
the third state to ratify on June 10, 1919. ¢
Women’s Club Work before Suffrage

The struggle for suffrage was one part of the growth of public activity of Detroit
women in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The first Detroit women’s
club was founded in 1873 by Frances Newberry (Mrs. John) Bagley. The charter members
were, Mrs. Brearley, Sarah Webster (Mrs. J.T.) Stevens, Elvira Wilkinson (Mrs. W.H.)
Allen, Mrs. Albert Hill, Miss S.A. Brearley, Lydia Hopkins and Elizabeth Dwight.
Twenty-one years later, the Twentieth Century Club was founded and produced some of
the most civic minded clubwomen in early twentieth century Detroit. Its members
included, Stella Krebs (Mrs. Carl) Brumme, Adaline Dunlap (Mrs. Charles Hague) Booth,
Mrs. Hermon Sanderson, Mary Egan (Mrs. J. Hal) Livsey, Harriet Robinson (Mrs.
William A) McGraw, Mrs. William Robinson, Clara Avery, Emma (Mrs. Charles) Fox and

African American clubwoman Mary (Mrs. Elijah) McCoy. ¢
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In 1895, Detroit clubwoman Frances Margah, President of the Detroit Review
Club thought women could be a greater power in the community if they banded together.
She asked Frances Bagley, as a member of Detroit’s oldest women’s club, to propose a
federation of women’s clubs. Subsequently, the Detroit Review Club, Twentieth Century
Club, Detroit Woman’s Club, Woman’s Historical Club, Clio Club, Wednesday History
Club, Hypathia, and Zatema Club formed the Detroit Federation of Women’s Clubs.*® Its
by-laws simply stated that the women wanted to understand each others’ work, to provide
more unified thinking and consequently make their efforts more effective.*’

At the same time, African-American women were forming their clubs in Detroit. In
1985 Mary McCoy founded the first African-American women’s club - In As Much Circle
of King’s Daughters and Sons Club. McCoy was known as the “Mother of Clubs” in
Detroit and was also a member of the Lydian Association of Detroit, Guiding Star Chapter
Order of the Eastern Star and the Willing Workers. Throughout the state, black women
returning from the 1898 meeting of the National Association of Colored Women founded
the Michigan State Association. Its first president was Women’s Christian Temperance
Union (WCTU) member, Lucy Thurman. Other members included Mary McCoy, Delia
Barier, M.C. Johnson, Frances Preston, Elida Price, Veronica Lucas, Fanny Richards,
Meta Pelham, Lola Gregory, Lucile Owen and Mollie Lewis. By the 1920s, there were
eight African-American clubs in Detroit (Willing Workers, Detroit Study Club, Lydian
Association, In As Much Circle of Kings Daughters, Labor of Love Circle of Kings

Daughters, West Side Art and Literary Club, Altar Society of the Second Baptist Church
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and the Earnest Workers of the Second Baptist Church) and they joined on April 8, 1921
to form the Detroit Association of Colored Women’s Clubs. Their first president was
Veronica Lucas. ** Their purpose was to be of assistance to the black community. They
stood for the black family, housing, employment, health, and orphans and against
alcoholism and illiteracy. *'

The DFWC originally endorsed proposals that had originated elsewhere.
Gradually, club members found they could initiate proposals themselves and inject their
own ideas about civic betterment for Detroit.”> One idea about civic betterment was to
establish public playgrounds. In 1899, Clara Arthur presented a paper before the
Philanthropy and Reform Department of the Twentieth Century Club about the need for
playgrounds. Arthur explained that Detroit’s poor children could only play in the streets
and noted that some cities such as Boston already provided play areas for their children.
The campaign for municipal playgrounds started two years later under the leadership of
the Detroit Branch of the Council of Women. This Council was an eclectic group of
women’s clubs that did not include the DFWC but did include some of its members such
as the DESA, the City Union of King’s Daughters, the Women and Children’s Protective
Association, the La Tour Hive of the Lady Maccabees, the Mothers’ Kindergarten Circle,
the Women’s Independent Voters’ Association, the WCTU, the Mothers’ Club of the

Hancock School, Detroit Sorosis, Per Gradis and the Detroit Woman’s Club. The

5 Robin S. Peebles, “Detroit’s Black Women’s Clubs,” Michigan History 70 (January-February, 1986):
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Council originally requested an empty city lot on Riopelle Street for a playground but the
city council refused. The women then successfully appealed to the school board for the
use of the Russell School yard and basement for the summer. Clara Talbot (Mrs. John)
Hickey led a committee of women to go door to door soliciting the necessary twelve
hundred dollars to run the playground. They had to secure funding again the next year
because the city refused to provide money for a “fad.” Prevailing opinion held that
playgrounds were part of private charity, but the playground crusaders believed it was the
city’s responsibility. In the effort to change public opinion, the clubwomen launched an
educational campaign. They wrote hundreds of letters and made numerous speeches. S.V.
Tsaroff, a noted expert in playground education, lectured in Detroit, at their request. In
1903, the women presented a petition to the Board of Education with fourteen thousand
names. The board finally acquiesced and procured money from the city council for
playgrounds.*’ Clubwomen continued to assist the playground effort. The DFWC helped
pay the salary for the first swim teacher. These women felt supervised play was the best
way to head off juvenile crime. The campaign for playgrounds eventually evolved into the
Detroit Municipal Recreation Committee in 1914 and had a national reputation for its
quality.**

In the early part of the twentieth century, the DFWC formed a committee to urge
city officials to build a public bath house. Clubwomen, under the leadership of Clara
Arthur faced formidable opposition regarding public baths. But Arthur was a leader in

many of Detroit’s most civic minded women’s clubs: she was president of the DFWC and

53 Crathern, In Detroit, p.124-126.
% “Thirty-five Years of Accomplishment 1895-1929,” pamphlet, Detroit Federation of Women’s Clubs,
p4.
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the Twentieth Century Club, and a member of DESA. She therefore had significant

networking ability with Detroit’s clubwomen.*® The Detroit Free Press supported the idea

of public baths but felt the city should have a comprehensive plan for parks, playgrounds,
convenience stations etc. These should be included in an annual budget and not simply be
done piecemeal. The Free Press believed this was a better system than “the gratification of
the personal desires of well-meaning individuals or organizations.”*® But the DFWC
persevered and sent a letter to the City Common Council on behalf of 2,000 members,
saying that thirty-six U.S. cities had public baths and were increasing their numbers.
Additionally, the DFWC noted that the Federal Bureau of Labor claimed that baths
elevated the material and moral tone of workers. The clubwomen stated that health
officials agreed that inadequate bathing facilities were a public health menace.”” When
these women appealed to the aldermen for assistance they were told people could always
use the river. After several years, the city fathers grew tired of the “pestering women” and
in 1906 they appropriated $20,000 for the first public bath house in Detroit. It opened in
1908 on Erskin Street, east of Russell, and was appropriately named the Clara Arthur
Bath House. The women also successfully campaigned for showers in some of the public
schools.”®

Clubwomen of Detroit also lobbied successfully to raise the working age from
twelve to fourteen for children. When the working age was raised, clubwomen then had to

raise the age for dismissal from the Coldwater State Public School for Dependent Children

5% Crathern, In Detroit, p.127.

56 Detroit Free Press (March 21, 1906).
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(for destitute, non-criminal children) as well.” The only choice these children had, was to
enter a poorhouse or go to jail. The clubwomen of Detroit lobbied relentlessly to raise the
dismissal age to fourteen. The legislators did not want to spend the extra money. One such
Senator remarked as he saw the women returning to the capitol, “Well there are those
women again. They do not know when they are insulted.” Still, the women kept
working.*® Clubwomen interviewed business and professional men and they secured

favorable publicity in the Detroit Journal, Detroit Free Press and Detroit Tribune. They

questioned the validity of the legislators’ claim that it would be too expensive to house
children for another two years. Finally, in 1907 after seven years of lobbying, the dismissal
age at Coldwater was raised to fourteen.'

By the early twentieth century, Detroit women, their clubs and organizations were
recognized as having political clout especially in issues regarding women and children. The

Centennial Edition of the Detroit Free Press reported about the Detroit Federation of

Women’s Clubs saying it was, “difficult to find any civic project, relating to the welfare of
women and children and even of general import which the City Federation had not helped

to bring about.”® In 1906, the Detroit News Tribune reported on “The Growing Power of

Women’s Clubs in Detroit.” It claimed that the “power of clubwomen has been steadily
growing.” The article was written in response to the recent assertion of an eastern college

president who said that women’s clubs do more harm than good. The Detroit News

59 Detroit News Tribune (Sunday, February 18, 1906).
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Tribune listed both the civic achievements of clubwomen as well as current projects on
which the women were working. ©

As was the case with clubwomen across the country, Detroit clubwomen were
consistently concerned with the quality of education for the city’s children.* They
worked for better enforcement of attendance laws and the lengthening of attendance
requirements from age fourteen to age sixteen. Fourteen year olds could leave school for
work if their family needed the income. The women campaigned for higher salaries for
teachers as well as the retention of art and music teachers. While they were defending the
creative arts teachers and endorsing better salaries, Detroit clubwomen realized that the
city needed fundamental school board reform. The Board of Education for the City of
Detroit was made up of eighteen school inspectors, one elected from each ward. The
members were oftentimes uneducated and only interested in the bribes from the furniture
and book dealers. In 1912, Laura (Mrs. Francis) Osborn, of the Twentieth Century Club
led the way to reform the school board to a smaller, non-partisan, at-large one. She
capitalized on the organization already set up by MESA to educate the public for reform.
The women went door to door, made speeches and wrote letters. The Michigan State
Legislature responded by passing a bill for small, non-partisan boards for cities. There was
some question about the constitutionality of the bill, but the courts upheld it.** Within

Detroit, Osborn also led the campaign to establish the small non-partisan board. Detroit

 Detroit News Tribune Sunday (February 18, 1906).
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women began a crusade to educate the public to the advantages of the smaller board
working with the Municipal League and the Detroit News. They also successfully
campaigned to have truant officers placed under the school board and not the city
government.*® The Detroit voters, perhaps aided by votes of those women eligible to vote
as property owners and parents, approved the small board in a five to one victory in
November, 1916.° Detroit clubwomen in general, and Laura Osborn in particular, were
indeed credited with its success. The DFWC reported that the support of clubwomen for
reform and later their election of board members “accounted for a large share of the
victories.”® In the first election after the school board reform, Osborn was elected and she
served until her death in 1949. When Osborn was considered for a position on the Detroit
School Board, the Twentieth Century Club endorsed her because they believed that the
education and character of children was best understood by mothers. Additionally,
Osborn had been a teacher and as there were many women teachers, she could work well
with them. Osborn was also endorsed by the Woman’s Historical Club, Women
Taxpayers League, North Woodward Woman’s Club and the Congressional Union.*
Clubwomen were not only interested in organizational reform for the well-being
of students, but also in improved health standards for children. Along with playgrounds,
they pioneered lunch programs. In 1911, the Jewish Women’s Club started a one-cent

lunch project. This was the forerunner of later DFWC sponsored nutritional projects.
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Clubwomen co-recruited important contributors, especially John F. Dodge. By 1921,
when the Board of Education took over the program, it was serving milk and graham
crackers to approximately 6,500 children. Gladys Nauss, writing a Master’s Thesis in
organizational change, claimed that the lunch program demonstrated the methods of the
DFWC. The women became aware of a social need, networked with each other and used
their influence with important people (i.e. Dodge) until finally their project was adopted by
the larger society.”” The Nauss conclusion is valid for many of the projects the DFWC
adopted. Before and after the franchise, the Federation launched educational programs
designed to heighten public awareness of municipal conditions. Their campaigns for
suffrage, school board reform, playgrounds and public baths all follow this pattern. But
Nauss implies that once a project was adopted by the larger society, the clubwomen’s
work was over. This does not seem to be the case. In the example of school board reform,
Laura Osborn served for almost thirty nine years and clubwomen continued to nominate
and help elect qualified board members. Clubwomen oftentimes served on municipal
boards such as safety and recreation and monitored compliance with local ordinances for
clean food, labor regulations and anti-vice programs. They brought their ideas about civic
betterment to the public’s attention but continued their own involvement as well, even
after suffrage, as the following chapters will document in detail.

Along with their concern for child welfare, Detroit clubwomen worked to alleviate
the harsh working conditions experienced by women and children workers. Regarding
women, they worked to secure better sanitary conditions in Detroit’s manufacturers and a

woman factory inspector to oversee this. In 1915, the Civic Department of the DFWC

™ Nauss, “Detroit Federation,” p.68-73.
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visited the city’s merchants and retail clerks and worked on a publicity campaign to assist
in the 6 o-clock Saturday closing movement.”' They campaigned for a half day holiday on
Saturday in July and August.”

According to the laws of Michigan, only qualified electors were eligible for an
elected office, so before suffrage Michigan clubwomen fought for the opportunity to be
appointed to specific positions, including those of notaries and factory inspectors. They
could be appointed to the Board of Registration of Nurses and the State Board of
Corrections and Charities. The Board for the Industrial Home for Girls had to have at
least one of its three members be a woman. The governor could appoint women, on behalf
of the State Board of Corrections and Charities, to personally visit and inspect state and
county public institutions. These appointments were only temporary and women making
those inspections were not to be compensated beyond traveling expenses.”” By 1919,
several DFWC women served on influential, appointed boards. Delphine Dodge
Ashbaugh, chaired the Committee Governing the Adrian Industrial School; Martha (Mrs
Frederick) Ray and Georgia A. Emery, served on the Board of the Merrill-Palmer School;
and Edith (Mrs. William) Alvord was a member of the Highland Park School Board.”
Detroit women sought other female board members or commissioners in institutions that
had jurisdiction over women. For instance, in October, 1919, they requested that Mayor

James Couzens appoint a female physician to the Public Health Commission. The DFWC,
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on behalf of 7,000 women, explained that a woman physician could be of great aid to
other women’s organizations that worked on similar lines.”

In November, 1917, Detroit voters were deciding whether to write a new city
charter. Detroit clubwomen supported the Detroit Citizens League’s plan to reduce the
forty-two man common council to a nine man at-large one. The Common Council’s
alternative plan was to reduce the size of the council to only one alderman per ward,
resulting in a twenty-one man council. The Legislative Department of the DFWC reported
that the measure sponsored by the Common Council “could only more firmly fix the ward
politics which are so generally deplored.” The report went on to praise the Detroit
Citizens League’s proposal. DFWC Legislative Department Chairperson Marjory Miller
Whittemore noted that while clubwomen could not vote in the election, they should exert
an indirect influence by urging all the men they know to vote for the nine man City
Council. ”°

Detroit clubwomen tried to influence the charter’s passage. In the April, 1918
DFWC Report of the Legislative Committee, members were warned that the upcoming
charter was of vital importance to the city and not to let their preoccupation with war
work distract them from important city needs.”” Detroit clubwomen had reasons to
endorse the City Charter in 1918. As earlier they had worked for a smaller, less corrupt

school board, they now supported the proposed charter’s plan to eliminate ward politics

5 Letter to Mayor Couzens from Anna H. Ferry, Cor. Sec, (October 14, 1919) Vol. 66 Correspondence,
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with the smaller, non-partisan, nine man City Council. Thirty percent of Detroit’s
Aldermen were saloon keepers and the partisan nature of the elections had led to
corruption. Consequently, Detroit clubwomen supported the 1918 charter reform for a
variety of reasons and were gratified when Detroit voters approved the new city charter
with its nine man council. ”®
Entering the 1920s

In the 1920s, the Federation included 107 clubs and 15,000 members. The main
reason for the Federation was service to the city and its residents. The standing
committees of the DFWC had changed from mostly informative and cultural (Programs,
Free Lectures, Music, Entertainment, Membership, Legislative and Industrial) to the
predominantly public service oriented committees on Public Welfare, American
Citizenship, and Applied Education and Fine Arts along with a Child Welfare Department
and a Civic Department.” Member clubs sent their representatives to serve on the
DFWC’s various committees. In addition, activist Detroit women maintained specific
clubs that devoted all their activities to promoting specific public policy, such as the
Progressive Civic League, led by Ruby Zahn.*® When Detroit women got the right to vote,
the Michigan Equal Suffrage League and Wayne County Equal Suffrage League evolved,
respectively into the Michigan League of Women Voters (LWYV) and the Detroit League
of Women Voters. The LWV remained non-partisan and its activities were to coordinate

women’s efforts on legislation. They were especially interested in legislation that affected
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women and children.®’ The clubwomen of Detroit were themselves among the better
educated women of the city. Consequently, this study is not one of all Detroit women but
of organized, middle-class, educated women who when enfranchised, considered
themselves full citizens entitled to full participation in the political affairs of Detroit.

By 1920, the political affairs of Detroit were increasingly complex. Many of the
new demands being placed on the city did not simply reflect the additional numbers of
inhabitants, but also a new interpretation of the responsibility a city had to its citizens.
Before suffrage, Detroit clubwomen had had some influence in this changing interpretation
through their campaigns for healthy recreation, public baths, and school board reform. In
all these instances, they had had to convince the city fathers these projects or reforms were
financially advantageous. Supervised play, they had argued, meant less juvenile
delinquency; personal hygiene meant healthier workers; and school board reform meant
less money wasted on corruption. Clubwomen had to launch massive educational efforts,
using statistics and the advice of trained experts. They oftentimes fought uphill battles
because the industrial and urban growth of Detroit occurred simultaneously with
clubwomen’s ideas about city responsibility. As Chicago activist Anna Nichols asserted,

782 Across the

the municipal government, “must make the city work for human betterment.
1920s, Detroit clubwomen took this message to heart.
In January 1920, the Detroit Chamber of Commerce’s The Detroiter described the

many needs of the city. The unprecedented growth of Detroit led to increased demands for

rapidly expanding services. Among these needs were new schools and playgrounds, a new
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main library, a museum of art, and a new prison. The Detroiter believed the water supply
was presently adequate but if the city’s growth remained unabated, a new larger filtration
plant would be needed. The city needed better garbage removal. Additional street paving
and an extended street railway system were both necessary. The city’s geographic and
demographic increase meant that the fire and police departments required branch stations.
Medical considerations meant that a one thousand bed municipal hospital had to be built.
Immense bond issues had to be sold in order that these demands could be met.
Additionally, Detroit needed to employ large amounts of labor to construct and service
the many needs of the city.”

This rapidly changing and increased need for municipal services provided the
backdrop for the continuing political activities of Detroit clubwomen. They had learned
much from their pre-suffrage political activism. Michigan men had been only recently
converted to women’s suffrage and their pejorative attitudes about women’s political
abilities had not disappeared. Clubwomen believed that an urbanized and industrialized
Detroit needed social and industrial reform. They understood from their campaigns for
playgrounds and public baths that their vision of civic betterment was often at odds with
that of men. They therefore chose to remain within their clubs where they had been
politically effective and where they could pool their organizational and networking skills.
By 1920, they were fully franchised. But, they used their voting rights not exclusively, but
as a supplement to their other political pressure tactics. Detroit clubwomen approached
the 1920s, convinced of the necessity of their civic work, but mindful of the potential

challenges ahead of them.
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Chapter 3 - Women at the Crossroads: Suffrage and the Possibilities for Municipal
Action

Detroit clubwomen faced the post suffrage era with cautious optimism. When
women in Michigan were on the verge of the franchise, the DFWC had organized a
Legislative Committee within the Federation to study national, state and city legislation.
This committee was to be particularly interested in child labor laws, compulsory education
and the ratification of prohibition as well as women’s suffrage. The committee believed
that women needed human rights and that both industrial reform and social improvements
were necessary to avoid being “hopelessly defeated in the competition of peace.”
Therefore they would support legislators who saw the value of community life and the
necessity of protecting men, women and children from industrial economic and social
evils. One thing women had learned from the war was that the men and women of a
country were its most valuable assets, not simply property. They now sought social
welfare legislation that would do away with the necessity for organized charity so that
future generations would have a better social order.' Kathryn Kish Sklar wrote about how
Josephine Shaw Lowell realized that charity alone was futile. Lowell concluded that real
reform could only come when the causes of poverty were addressed. > Detroit clubwomen

were obviously reacting to the massive industrial growth of Detroit during World War 1.
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They were seeing the social dislocation that accompanied it and looked to the political
institutions to provide the solutions. °

The franchise was one more weapon for Detroit clubwomen to use in pursuit of
their civic interests. In this regard they belonged to a larger women’s movement of civic
involvement, as several historians of women and politics have noted taking shape with
suffrage, that attempted to integrate women’s political culture into the previously all-male
political process. Pamela Tyler stated that getting the vote only gave New Orleans women
“the opportunity to define a new role for themselves.” * Nancy Cott explained that
women, in general, relied on their clubs for civic activity rather than on electoral politics. °
Maureen Flanagan agreed and claimed that in Chicago, clubwomen continued to use their
voluntary organizations but also used their franchise rights to elect people sympathetic to
their agenda. ® Gayle Gullett noted that California women realized the vote did not
immediately give women power. It was, however, a vehicle towards power.” Civic minded
clubwomen especially felt the time had come to turn their wishes into public policy. At the
same time, both political parties made a show of welcoming women, but disparaging

remarks from those quarters told women they would probably only be apprentice members
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there. Kristi Andersen quoted Belle Moskowitz, advisor to Al Smith, as saying, “The
major political parties are still man-made and man-controlled. Few of their leaders can
work with women on a basis of equality.” Elisabeth Israels Perry explained that New
York women faced obstacles to political power similar to those of Detroit women. When
New York women got the right to vote and hold office, they were rarely elected. The vote
had not altered traditional gendered ideas and they remained outside the circles of policy-
making in the parties. According to Perry, “ Society still expected men to lead and
women to serve.”’

The political environment in which they were enfranchised opened new but limited
possibilities for municipal activity. In Detroit, women had worked in their clubs and
associations successfully appealing to their local and state governments before the
franchise to secure public baths, playgrounds and school board reform. It stood to reason
that they would continue doing political work within their organizations. Also, while most
clubwomen were interested in general civic betterment, they were, like many Progressives,
uncertain if this was best served in partisan politics.'® This was especially true in Detroit
where the pre-1918 City Charter politics had abused the public trust. The noted exception
to this skepticism about partisan politics was the experience of African-American

clubwomen. The National Notes , the official organ of the National Association of
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Colored Women, printed articles promoting the Republican Party, written by Detroit and
Michigan women. "'

Men and women agreed that women offered a unique contribution to public office
and Detroit women continued to be appointed to public boards. This seldom meant elected
office because men were reluctant to share officeholders’ patronage and many women
lacked the confidence, as Kristi Andersen had noted, to bear the intense scrutiny of public
office. > An example of men denigrating women as officeholders was their reaction to the
absence of Senator Eva Hamilton as Ella (Mrs. F.C.)Aldinger, of the State Legislative
Council of Women, wrote to Lucia Grimes, also of the State Legislative Council, when
Senator Eva Hamilton had not been in her seat for a week, male legislators complained
that it was “just like a woman.” °

When women had used issues regarding the home as a wedge into municipal
politics they had unwittingly reinforced the idea that a woman’s expertise was only the
home. To counter this image, clubwomen set up classes for political education. These
women were products of the Progressive Era who supported their causes with copious
statistics and trained experts. This was especially important in Detroit where big business
thrived on scientific management and where businessmen were well-organized in civic

groups such as the Detroit Citizens League, the Municipal League and the Board of

Commerce.
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Finally, clubwomen lacked the media access to broadcast their own message or to
counter pejorative stereotypes that portrayed women as political incompetents or
marginalized their message. For these many reasons, it was both prudent and practical for
Detroit clubwomen to continue their political work within their clubs where they had had
previous success.

Across the country, as women received suffrage, they debated how best to serve
their communities. California clubwoman Clara Burdette similarly felt that women should
consider themselves “city mothers” and use their California Federation of Women’s Clubs
to make themselves a powerful force in the community. She said, “to what end, [do we
serve] if we do not reach out into the community and unite our strength for some
betterment?” ** Mrs. Burritt Hamilton, President of the MFWC expressed a similar
sentiment when she spoke as Michigan women were voting in their state’s first primary.
She stressed the importance of the vote and women’s clubs unity of purpose. She
explained that only by uniting and making a concentrated effort could women make
themselves a national asset. She recognized the numerical strength of American
clubwomen by stating that there were more clubwomen than there were American soldiers
in Europe. She drew on a patriotic commitment by saying that the soldiers won the war
but it was up to women to preserve the institutions for which they fought. She
demonstrated a belief that citizenship for women was in a complementary, not secondary

relationship to men. Both were necessary and had grave responsibilities. Women were
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interested in principles, not parties, and therefore must unite within their clubs to be
effective.”

When Detroit women got the right to vote, the Wayne County Equal Suffrage
League debated whether to continue or disband their organization. As early as March of
1919, they considered maintaining their club but changing their intent. In November, 1919
the organization evolved into the Detroit League of Women Voters (LWV). The
members decided to keep their activities strictly non-partisan. They endorsed principles
rather than specific issues and their purpose was to coordinate women’s efforts on
legislation particularly where it affected women and children. '°

The women’s clubs responded to the advent of women’s suffrage by providing
information to ensure new voters would vote thoughtfully and intelligently. In doing so,
they were continuing some of their pre-suffrage tactics and trying to establish their
political competency. Women had used pressure group lobbying that required educating
both political leaders and the public. Helen (Mrs. Dorian) Russell, President the MFWC
explained that men were experienced in politics and she felt a club was neglecting its duty
when it failed to teach its members “the machinery of politics.”'” The DFWC dedicated its
March 19, 1919 meeting entirely to the upcoming municipal election. They also sent
letters to the winners of the primary inviting them to come to the club and address the

members.'® This was the start of a long tradition of women sponsored candidates’ days.
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Mrs. Joseph Anders, Chairman of the Courts Committee of the Wayne County LWV, was
instrumental in arranging a meeting at the Board of Commerce for women to hear the
candidates for local office. One candidate remarked that they used to speak to voters in
bar rooms but now that women had entered the franchise, politics was on a higher level. 19
In their search to be better informed, Detroit clubwomen forced candidates to pay heed to
women’s issues. Jo Freeman noted that women helped civilize politics. She explained that
prior to woman suffrage, elections had been raucous affairs with threats and ballot box
stuffing. The advent of women’s suffrage changed that. *°

Perhaps women felt compelled to hone their analytical skills in politics because
they were vulnerable to the interpretation and propaganda of the male dominated political

scene. For example, Judsen Grennell, editor of the Detroit Journal issued a pamphlet in

1919 entitled “What Michigan Women Should Know About Voting” He received a
commendation from the Michigan Equal Suffrage Association and dedicated the piece to
the suffragists who struggled for equal political, social and economic rights for women.
Grennell provided necessary information regarding legal requirements and advice against
being intimidated at the polls. He also supported the idea that women were equal partners
with men regulating the civic affairs of the community. He advised women to be wary of
newspapers that had a pronounced bias. Nevertheless, he took the opportunity to advocate

his own ideas. For example, he advised women to support education and oppose child

' Detroit News (March 16, 1919).

2 Jo Freeman, A Room at a Time: How Women Entered Party Politics (New York, 2000) p.234 and
Kristi Andersen, After Suffrage: Women in Partisan Politics before the New Deal (Chicago, 1996), p.
143-144.
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labor. He cautioned them always to avoid a “pronounced class candidate.”' When he
spoke about how pure water and better sewers meant better health, he commented that
better paved roads meant cheaper potatoes. Consequently, Grennell saw the opportunity
to promote his political message between the lines of his instruction to the new female
voter. %

The Detroit newspapers believed that women took advantage of their
enfranchised citizenship. In the first primary to include women in 1919, the Detroit Times
reported that women were as numerous as men at the polls.”> The Detroit News noted that
since Michigan women received the vote in November, 1918, women’s clubs throughout
the city studied the upcoming election. The women showed their interest by voting in
proportionally larger numbers than men. Women made up only twenty-five percent of the
registered voters, but cast forty percent of the vote in the March primary.?* Elizabeth
Gulley claimed that in Detroit it was much easier to get African-American women
registered than it was for men. *°

On the other hand, when the News ran two first page accounts of Detroit women’s
first election, they both disparaged the new woman voter. The first account praised the
high voter turnout but stated that many election officials were “surprised” at the
knowledge female voters possessed. The second described a woman who had lost her

husband’s list and was therefore unable to vote and another who didn’t know enough to

21" Judson Grennell, “What Michigan Women Should Know About Voting” pamphlet, (Waterford, 1919):
30.

22 Grennell, “What Michigan Women Should Know.”

3 Detroit Times (March 5, 1919).

2 Detroit News (March 5, 1919).

2 Gulley and Johnson, “Citizenship Activities of Some Detroit Women,” The National Notes 27 (April,
1925): 9. She gave no explanation or evidence for this statement.
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mark the ballot. The News concluded that every precinct where women voted, “reported

some humorous touch.” >

Although the News wrote that female voters were humorous, the potential high
number of women voters was taken seriously by campaigners in the general election the
following April where the main issues were municipal ownership of street cars and
keeping Michigan a totally dry state. Women comprised a smaller number of the
registered voters but since they registered for this particular election and many
servicemen were still away (an estimated 60,000 in 1918), women’s votes were considered
important. Both wets and drys used the sacredness of the home for their cases. The drys
said total prohibition would help preserve the home while the wets said prohibition would
be an infringement on the home. Both sides had an eye on an argument directed at the
women’s vote. Additionally, those for and against municipal ownership of the street cars
appealed to the female voters. Those against municipal ownership sent circulars around
the city entitled “The Home Saver - Principally for Women Voters, But Good for Men,
Too.” They painted municipal ownership as outrageously expensive and socialistic.
Those in favor of ownership claimed that Detroit was moving away from “saloon politics”
and the scandal ridden old Common Council. The only obstacle to ongoing reform was
the Detroit United Railway and bad old partisan politics. Therefore municipal ownership
was seen as a final element toward eradicating corrupt politics.”’

There was evidence, claimed the Michigan Citizen, the Democratic mouthpiece,

that Michigan women were not content to simply “vote as husband does” and that they

% Detroit News (March 5, 1919), Detroit News (March 9, 1919).
7 Detroit News (April 6, 1919).
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made intelligent inquiries about taxes, services, etc. ?% The Detroit News continued to be
impressed with the numbers of women voting and said the tremendous registration has
“shown conclusively that the new woman voter is taking her duties most seriously and is
determined to do her best by the city and state.” > African-American clubwomen in
Detroit, under the leadership of Elizabeth Gulley, organized the Women’s Political League
in 1923. It was independent from men’s organizations and clubwomen made their own
investigations about voting records and issued letters with their endorsements *°

While the press reported women voting in the same proportion as men, they failed
to note the 1920s were a period of declining voter participation in general. The
Chairperson of the Colored Women Voters of Michigan, Savonia Carson, thought women
were voting in ever larger numbers but that some still believed that the ballot was useless
and politics of little interest.”' Early in 1920, Professor Otto C. Marckwardt of the
University of Michigan spoke to the New Century Club about “The Woman Citizen.” He
claimed that women got the vote at a time when it was increasingly useless. The change
from an agricultural economy to an industrial one presented challenges that made the old
school politicians unable to cope. Marckwardt advised the clubwomen to seek solutions
which embraced the new economic realities of the day.”> Women’s use of the franchise in

the 1920s was in the context of declining voter participation and it appears that nationally,

28 “Michigan Women Showing Keen Interest,” Michigan Citizen 1 (January 10, 1920): 7.

2 Detroit News (March 8, 1919).

3% Gulley and Johnson, “Citizenship Activities of Some Detroit Women,” p. 9.

31 Savonia Carson, “Michigan,” The National Notes 27 (January, 1925): 13.

32 Detroit News (February 22, 1920). Until the passage of the Cable Act in 1922, women were not eligible
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fewer women than men voted.”” The number of votes cast in 1920 were only a thirty
percent increase over that of 1916. While acknowledging that in some areas, women
voted at the same rate as men, Andersen noted that attitudes, ethnicity, class and
organizations affected women’s voting behavior. Lingering anti-suffrage ideas stopped
some women from voting. There was additional evidence that foreign extraction and
poverty made women less likely to vote. ** Cott explained that women received voting
rights at a time when government sought solutions from experts and those who claimed
management efficiency rather than political leaders.”® The leaders of women’s clubs often
expressed disappointment with women’s light voter turnout. In 1922, Jennie Patton (Mrs.
Robert) Beattie, President of the Women’s Citizen League claimed that the legislature was
less likely to listen to women when they realized only 30% of them voted.’® The League of
Women Voters feared that after seventy-five years of agitating for the vote, women might
be ignoring their franchise responsibilities.”” The News noted that only 32% of the
registered women voted in the October, 1926 election. ** Savonia Carson felt certain that
women were voting in larger numbers but admitted that few people answered her inquiry
and therefore she was unable to give an exact estimate of voter participation.” There was
evidence, on the other hand, that clubwomen were voting in larger percentages. In a

1922 DFWC survey of twenty-one member clubs, they reported that 65% of their

3 Cott, “Across the Great Divide,” p.159-160. This issue will be discussed in more detail in Chapter
Four.

34 Andersen, “Citizenship,” p.189-193.
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members were registered and voting.*’ Detroit clubwomen not only continued to pursue
their civic work in the city but to take advantage of all available political tools.

There was an acute awareness among clubwomen that, with the franchise, they
were embarking on a new relationship to government that required them to be
conscientious and diligent. Lillian Mathews, President of the DFWC spoke in 1922 of
“Woman As A Working Power.” Her remarks were reported in the Detroit News as
saying that women had a new relationship to public life and that they realized this.
Therefore, as women they must take part in the social and economic life of their
communities. The DFWC acknowledged its responsibility and was, in turn, stressing
citizenship through the exercise of the franchise and within its various departments. *'
Elizabeth Gulley explained that black clubwomen were also “learning the power of the
ballot.” Consequently, black women felt that they could alter their club programs in light
of this new political tool. ** African-American club leader Lillian Johnson addressed the
Detroit Study Club about the needs of women and how they could be achieved with the
ballot. She echoed the concerns of all Detroit clubwomen when she said that they wanted
cleaner streets, better sanitation in bakeries and meat shops, better milk inspection,
adequate fire protection, cheaper food, better housing, protection for women and children
in industry, better child labor laws and better institutions for those incarcerated. Johnson
admonished women for not pulling together to get other women elected to anything other
than school boards or prison commissions. She also stressed that it was a crucial time for

women because, with unity, they could make politics “an instrument of service to the

0 Minutes 1922-1924, Vol 13 p. 282, MS Federation of Women’s Clubs of Metropolitan Detroit.
41 Detroit News (September 1, 1922).
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community and not just a man’s game.” ** For these clubwomen, women’s civic power
would be more efficient if it remained organized within women’s clubs.

Club civic effectiveness through unity was also stressed in the early years of full
franchise at the local level. Dora MacDonough, Chairwoman of the Civic Department of
the DFWC reported in January, 1921 that office holders understood that requests from the
DFWC represented a potential 10,000 female votes. The DFWC could not guarantee
those 10,000 votes. Women, even politically active clubwomen, seldom voted as a bloc.*
Andersen explained that with the acquisition of the franchise, there were expectations that
women would uniformly vote for political reform or prohibition. Although women did join
together and defeated certain politicians, these expectations of bloc voting proved false. **
Jo Freeman demonstrated that from the start the women’s voting bloc was a political
myth. Those who had studied women’s voting behavior before the nineteenth amendment,
understood that at the time. *° Rather than relying on all women voting the same, Dora
MacDonough believed if clubwomen in Detroit established their sincerity about civic
betterment, a precedent would be set and officeholders would take notice. ¥

The Detroit LWV members also recognized that with the franchise, women
experienced a new relationship to public life. This relationship could strengthen women’s

civic work if they remained unified within their clubs. Ida Peppers, President of the Detroit

4 Lillian Johnson, “How Municipal Government is Effected by the Entrance of Women into Politics,”
(January, 1923), Box 1, Folder 3, Manuscript Collection (MS) of Detroit Study Club, BHC.
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LWV in 1922, said that the League existed for “uniting the country’s woman power into a
new force for the humanizing of government.” **

The mobilization efforts of women’s organizations tended to have a favorable
impact on female voter turnout.* Part of this mobilization concerned political education.
Women’s clubs were especially good at educating the public and networking among
themselves. Detroit clubwomen often spent several weeks studying one particular issue.
Early in the decade, the Board of Directors of the DFWC carried a motion that “sufficient
printed material be provided for information regarding all legislation the Federation is
supporting; That this winter all clubs be urged to study these bills so that all will be well-
informed.” *° In an era where the trained expert had enhanced status, Detroit clubwomen
invited learned speakers to explain civic issues. For example, in 1920 the Women
Citizen’s League invited Sherman T. Handy of the newly reorganized Michigan Utilities
Commission to explain the manner in which the state regulated public utilities. Many
members of the League had requested this information and were especially concerned
about the street railway and telephone services in Detroit."’

Over ninety leading organizations used the Women’s City Club Lecture
Information Bureau Committee to announce their lectures. The Women’s City Club
published a bulletin with all the lectures, talks and art exhibits for a certain time period.

The information was classified according to subject, lecturer, time and place, fee, free to

the public or to members and guests etc. This was put in poster form for the bulletin board

8 «“Detroit League of Women Voters,” Detroit Federation of Women’s Clubs - Directory 1921-1922 p.67
4 Andersen, “Citizenship,” p.189-193.
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of the subscribing clubs and furnished bi-monthly. Delegates had been appointed from all
the cooperating organizations and they would supply the advance notice of lectures and
exhibits. Individuals could be informed by a postal card for the same one dollar per year
fee. This service appeared necessary because many lectures were inadequately advertised
and therefore poorly attended.’”

Working on educating the community and networking, however, did not
necessarily translate into political power. In 1919, Laura Cramer was so discouraged
about the legislative success of the DFWC that she thought legislative work would soon
be discontinued. She felt that legislation would only be passed if the clubs were very
aggressive. She added that this was not in keeping with the ideals of the DFWC. ** Her
successor, Della Kilburn, believed that the legislative department would continue but the
DFWC had to be focused and unified for success.™

Success could not simply be achieved at the municipal level. The DFWC
understood that many issues affecting Detroit were decided in the state capitol at Lansing.
Consequently, they made their presence known at state legislative hearings as often as
possible. They understood that their presence would only be effective if they were
represented by articulate, learned women. The DFWC Legislative Department requested
that a list be kept of informed women who could go to Lansing on short notice. The
department would pay for the travel expenses. The important element about this list of

women was that they kept themselves up-to-date on important issues. If a hearing was
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suddenly scheduled, the department might not have the time to educate them.
Additionally, the department understood that only well-informed women would help their
objectives. This placed the burden of keeping current in civic affairs on the shoulders of
these women. They believed they had valuable contributions to make in government, but
this value was not always accepted by male politicians. Women felt constantly pressured
to prove they were equal, learned, members of the voting public to the skeptical male
legislators.” The DFWC also felt it needed additional money to keep a member in Lansing
to monitor women’s legislation. In 1920, the club proposed that each member give one
dollar a year to maintain the civic, legislative and welfare work of the Federation. *°

In addition to the DFWC effort in Lansing, the LWV joined with other state wide
women’s groups to form a State Legislative Council in 1921. In this way, women could
have the greatest impact and focus their political attention. The Michigan State
Legislative Council consisted of the MLWV, WCTU, MFWC, the State Nurses
Association, the Women’s Department of the Grange, the State Sunday School
Association, the State Teacher’s Association, the Michigan Branch of the National
Woman’s Party, the American Association of University Women, and the Daughters of the
American Revolution. The purpose of the Council was to act as a clearing house for
proposed legislation and its president was the very politically active Lucia Grimes. The
Council received drafts of any bills pertaining to women and children, evaluated them, and
molded the most important into a form required for legislative consideration. It was

hoped this system would weed out those bills that were ineffective or were doomed to
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failure. It would also give the Council’s endorsement for a select number of bills >’ The
State Legislative Council provided member organizations with a graph showing how every
elected official voted on bills of interest to women. As a result of these efforts, the Council
was more than fifty percent successful in its legislative program™®

Within Wayne County, activist women also set up a Legislative Council. Its
purpose was to include women’s organizations that did not have state-wide affiliation. It
too, worked for the benefit of women and children and had the advantage of being
compact but representing many women’s organizations. Both the State and Wayne
County councils were organized to emphasize a common women’s agenda and “prevent a
constant hectoring of the legislators by various small groups of women, each one
clamoring for different legislative measures.” Also clubwomen were worried about their
political effectiveness. They hoped that with new organizations for pressure, the 1921
Legislature would not “refuse to pass every measure urged by female citizens as was the
case in 1919.”* In Illinois, activist women also failed to significantly achieve their
legislative programs. In spite of their organization, dedication and political knowledge,
[llinois women remained without solid party endorsement and therefore, experienced only
limited success.*

The creation of these Legislative Councils raises several points. One was about
practical politics. Civic-minded women understood that only if they were well organized

could their numbers be translated into legislative strength. They could not hope to
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accomplish much by, as one woman put it, the “constant hectoring” of small groups.
Another point was that the issues that pertained to women and children did not have
steadfast allies in other civic groups. Politically active Michigan women believed they
needed to speak for themselves. The Detroit News quoted Edith Alvord as saying that
Michigan clubwomen felt their sex was entitled to a greater representation in Lansing. In
1922, there was only one female legislator, State Senator Eva Hamilton of Grand
Rapids. *'

The Club Woman listed the state legislative programs supported by Michigan

clubwomen for 1921. Among their proposed legislation were bills for health, education,
women’s rights as mothers and wives, and state censorship for moving pictures.®” Later, in
1921, Ida Peppers reported that Michigan women were successful in raising common law
marriage to age sixteen, funding mother’s pensions, raising qualifications for teachers and
nurses, and securing free diphtheria shots. They had legislatively lost movie censorship and
raising the age of consent. Peppers felt the report seemed discouraging but she
rationalized that the men were testing the women’s endurance. She encouraged
clubwomen to keep on trying .*> In spite of their limited success, the Legislative
Department of the DFWC believed that Detroit clubwomen did as well and often better
legislatively than other women in other states. Elisabeth Israels Perry noted that the
women of the Women’s City Club of New York City remained optimistic even when a

particular policy failed. They felt successful if they were accorded respect.’* The African-
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American New Era Study Club in Detroit reflected a similar attitude in its motto, “No
effort is in vain; the reward is in the doing.” 6

Although the clubwomen enjoyed moderate political success in Detroit, there was
disagreement about whether to use their clubs as political vehicles. In August, 1920 the
Club Woman allowed political advertising for the first time. It was very careful to state
that advertising did not mean endorsement.*® Many clubwomen were able to combine
political business with other club activities, but the marriage of these was sometimes a
rocky one. Shortly after achieving the franchise, DFWC President, Pearl G. Novak linked
the Federation’s worth with what it could accomplish politically. Novak noted that some
Detroit women were criticized for a lack of political enthusiasm but she believed the
DFWC had to participate in politics as well as other endeavors. Novak understood that
many issues about the home and family needed public attention. Organized women must
pursue those issues and make their voices heard.”’

As Detroit clubwomen expanded their original club to include political work, they
continued to struggle with this issue. The separate political culture they had developed
before the franchise led logically to using clubs to do political work. Still, women
maintained their club’s cultural, social, intellectual and recreational activities. In doing so,
they often spread themselves too thin for action and they produced internecine friction

among the members themselves. When Professor William D. Henderson of the University

of Michigan spoke to the Detroit Review Club, he posited that the great variety of club

8 «“Early History of the New Era Study Club,” (typed manuscript, no author, no date), Box 1, Club
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programs, as well as members, made women less politically effective. He added, however,
that women were coming into their own as a factor in the world and they would grow
politically with experience.*®

The most extreme example of this internecine conflict was the Clubwoman’s
Protective Committee formed in 1920. Chaired by Mrs. Henry Clark Coe, the aim of this
committee was to be a watchdog over the political activity of women’s clubs in Detroit.
In particular, the Protective Committee feared that women’s clubs were being manipulated
by clever and possibly subversive politicians. Furthermore, the Protective Committee
insisted that a powerful clique of women had advocated some legislation that had origins
in communist theory. The Committee believed that this same clique crowded club
programs with political messages that were inappropriate. While there is no evidence that
they had any effect, the Protective Committee set about to investigate local schools,
teachers and texts to ensure subversive doctrines were eliminated. They kept lists of the
various organizations to which different clubwomen belonged. The Committee believed
that since the Nineteenth Amendment, every women’s club was a political unit. The clubs
sometimes professed not to be political but they really meant they are not partisan. When
they sponsor a speaker or a resolution, they are acting politically. Lastly, the Clubwomen’s
Protective Committee believed the only way to avoid being manipulated by clever
politicians was to return to the non-political women’s clubs. e

One problem for women’s clubs being politically effective was that they could not

always translate their programs into solid voter support. While Detroit women were
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certainly reported as going to the polls in equal numbers as men, voting participation itself
was down. In addition, “women voters” was a broad definition which did not indicate
how many clubwomen were among them. At a Detroit Review Club in 1922, the speakers,
Mary V.(Mrs. Ralph E.) Collins and Harriet Meader (Mrs. Lawrence) Hickey asked all
members to rise if they voted in the last election. “A great number remained seated,” it
was reported.

While the DFWC and other women’s clubs still did literary, cultural and social
welfare work, devoting special time to civic matters, the Detroit Community Club,
founded in March 1911, discussed political matters exclusively. Its members were among
the many very active Detroit clubwomen such as Edith Alvord, Elizabeth M. (Mrs. A.H.)
Holman, and Pearl Novak. The Detroit News praised the Detroit Community Club as
having “one of the best and most public spirited programs” in spite of its small size. The
club used almost no outside speakers but instead relied on individual club members to do
their own research. They believed that individual responsibility encouraged a thorough,
conscientious study and avoided the expert who embodied certain prejudices about the
issue. Examples of issues the club investigated were: “Society’s Duty to the Child, “Our
Municipal Problems” and “What Was Accomplished in the Last Session of the Michigan
Legislature,” “Naturalization and Citizenship,” “Discussion of the Qualifications of a
Public Official,” and “Municipal Elections.””' Every member had the opportunity to
research a civic issue and in doing so, gained added insight into the political process.”

African-American clubwoman Geraldine Reddick founded the Las (sic) Cheres Amies club

7 Detroit News (November 19, 1922).
! Detroit Community Club, Annual Program, 1919-1920, 1923-1924, 1926-1927.
2 Detroit News (October 12, 1924).
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devoted to discussing civic problems. An example of one of their programs was, “The
Learning Ability of the Negro Child.”

Some women chose to study issues and create clubs exclusively for political
work. Flanagan noted that with the franchise, one line of political activism for women
was to form new political groups. Some were partisan and some were not. ** Gayle Gullett
described the activities of the Women’s Progressive League in California as an
organizational attempt to protect women’s interests. The league was not a political party
but rather a group which sought to educate the public on legislation and candidates. ° A
similar club in Detroit was the Progressive Civic League. When the Political and Civic
League was founded by Ruby Zahn in 1912, its purpose was to study political problems
and further reform. After women were enfranchised, the members felt the name was
misleading and therefore the Political and Civic League became the Progressive Civic

League in October, 1921.7° The Detroit Citizen countered an indictment against Detroit’s

lack of social and civic conscience with the example of Zahn and the Progressive Civic
League and what it called the League’s sensible, practical, preventative measures. The
Progressive Civic League initiated the campaign for a public defender and secured the
Mothers’ Compensation Bill. Additionally, they campaigned for social welfare work
among the women in the county jail. The Wayne County Board of Supervisors accepted
the League’s recommendation for Mrs. R.H. Lathers, a nurse who worked with

Pathfinders, to be appointed to the Wayne County Jail. The League also urged Mayor
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Couzens to appoint a newspaper woman who had done years of prison welfare work,
Elizabeth S. Hitchcock, to the Detroit House of Correction. These appointments helped

bring a more humane administration of the prison. According to the Detroit Citizen, ”The

Progressive Civic League members are serious minded and intelligent women, who are
imbued with a deep sense of civic duty, which they discharge consistent with the principles
of higher citizenship.” 7

Under the leadership of Elizabeth Gulley, African-American clubwomen were
organized in the Women’s Political League. The club met throughout the entire year and

actively promoted voting registration. They made house visits and even provided

transportation to City Hall for registration. Writing in the National Notes, Gulley

explained that Michigan women worked quietly, behind the scenes because they were
more interested in results than publicity. Still, they took a lively interest in Detroit’s
contemporary political affairs. ”*

Mayor James Couzens claimed that the high standards of municipal government
depended on the interest of women voters. Furthermore, he believed that they were most
effective in their clubs. He said, “Thanks to these clubs, the women of Detroit are

9 79

becoming as fully conversant with our public affairs as our men.” * The Detroit Citizen

reported that politically active clubwomen displayed “a shrewdness which surprised even

the most seasoned freebooters in the legislature.” The Citizen went on to warn the
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politicians to pay attention to these women because they would be formidable
opponents.80
Partisanship

While clubwomen were studying the issues within their clubs, working with the
State Legislature, they also grappled with the issue of partisan politics. Partisan politics
had a bad name in Detroit and there was a general Progressive distrust of the political
parties as well. Detroit clubwomen, as was the case with many U.S. women right after
suffrage, had trouble accepting the old, blind loyalty of partisan politics because they felt
that it put party before principles. Carrie Chapman Catt advised male politicians to accept
that the introduction of women into the franchise had rendered the old ways obsolete. She
claimed “a new world order has been established.” She explained that women support
principles first and later support candidates who embody those principles. The message to
the men was clear - if they want party loyalty from women, they must nominate candidates
who were approved by women.®’

Professor Charles Zueblin, of the University of Chicago, a well-known speaker,
political scientist, and anti-party progressive, addressed the Detroit New Century Club.
He advised women to remain aloof from the political parties. He noted that both the
Republicans and Democrats gave women a great reception at their respective national
conventions, but they gave the women no say in the nomination of candidates. Zueblin
believed that the two major political parties no longer stood for identifiable political

positions and if women withheld support, the parties would then collapse. In their place
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81 «Democratic Women Soul of Loyalty to Party,” Michigan Citizen 4, (December 3, 1923): 3.

101







another two party system would arise based on liberal or conservative views. He advised
women to use their votes as leverage until the parties established solid principles.*?

The decline of partisanship and women’s role in that decline was addressed by
Anna Dickie (Mrs. Peter) Oleson, Democratic candidate for U.S. Senate from Minnesota
She said that party lines were falling away and people were exercising independent
thought. She claimed that women might have used men’s advice when the first voted but
only two years later, women were exercising their conscience. She attributed this to
organizations like the LWV which educated voters in an unselfish, intelligent way. She
concluded by noting that there was no similar male organization and the LWV “stands for
what is best in civic life.” *’

In Detroit, both political parties had hoped or feared women would upset the
Republican hold on Michigan. This was not the case. In 1919, the Detroit News reported,
“The advent of women in politics did not disturb the traditional monopoly of the
Republican Party of state offices.” * Detroit clubwomen did join the Democratic and
Republican parties but simultaneously pursued political work within their women’s clubs.
Gullett explained that California women believed they pursued “womanly politics” which
was moral, altruistic and civic minded whereas partisan politics was male, amoral and self-
seeking.®” Freeman noted that within the political parties, women who had been

suffragists or reformers, were not always welcomed. ** Clubwomen already had their
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female organizations within which they did political work and they were reluctant to put
the party before their principles. Dorothea (Mrs. Henry, Jr) Steffens, President of the
Wayne County LWV believed, that because a woman tried to steer clear of a blind,
partisan vote, she was a great influence toward intelligent voting. ¥’ As Kristi Andersen
pointed out, both major parties wanted to make a show of welcoming women to the fold.
The Michigan Democrats were a real minority party during the 1920s and perhaps were
that much more eager for women’s votes. There were, thus, legitimate arguments for both
playing partisan politics and for staying out. On the positive side for participating in
partisan politics and as a counter position to that of Professor Zueblin, many activist
women believed that as a gender, they might bring a woman’s vision into party politics.
Republicans and Democrats courted the newly enfranchised women voters.
Women were viewed cautiously because as Elizabeth Bass, an important Chicago
clubwoman and Chair of the Women’s Bureau of the Democratic National Committee
explained to Michigan women in early 1920, they had no partisan tradition and therefore
were an unclassified mass politically.®® There was a feeling among Democrats that women
could be a potent political factor because they had votes to swing the elections.*
Investigating women’s entry into party politics, Jo Freeman generalized that where a
political party was weak, such as the Democrats in Michigan, its members accepted help
from suffragists or reform women and even let those women organize on their own. Such

acceptance was, however, short-lived. If those women were successful and made demands
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on the party, they were weeded out. When men appointed suffragists to committees, they
soon regretted it. *°

The Republicans likewise were watching and made a show of welcoming women
into their fold. In November, 1919, the Grand Old Party re-organized to “provide for full
participation of women in the future affairs of the party” and into their national
organizations. Their pledge was to include women as citizens with all the rights and
responsibilities thereof. They claimed that the women’s work was not auxiliary but on an
equal basis with men.”' Still, Michigan Republicans showed little evidence of putting
women on “an equal basis as men.” While the Wayne County Woman’s Republican Club
had office seekers among them, like Lucia Grimes and Laura Cramer, there were no
women listed as policy makers among the Detroit Republicans in September, 1920.°

Many Michigan women did regard the political parties as the inevitable “next step”
for female citizens. Julia L. Haller of the Ladies Literary Club of Mount Clemens, wrote
that there should not be two classes of citizens - male or female. Instead, both were
citizens and she instructed women to “go into the parties, become a part of the machinery,
fight out battles on the level with the veterans of the ranks.” She acknowledged the
partisan inexperience of women and furthermore admonished those who believed that
women could only be politically effective by remaining aloof from the political fray. She

urged women to “make it clear that we have left the ‘Holier than Thou’ image on the

dressing table.” ** Haller expressed her belief that party politics was the center of political
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action. Women would be less effective if they stayed out of partisan affairs. Her advice,
“Get into the game. Learn the party, develop expertise in shuffling and dealing; take every
trick we can, and if we lose today, learn a new point ... resolve to win tomorrow” revealed
that effective politics required shrewd calculation and a certain merciless determination.’*

In a like manner, Chicago club leader Louise DeKoven Bowen advised Chicago
women that politics had always meant parties. Women must join the parties to effect
change. Bowen noted that if women refused to participate in the political parties, they
would be merely stuck with the plans and candidates on which men had already decided.’
Carrie Chapman Catt spoke at the last meeting of the National American Suffrage
Association and the first meeting of the NLWV in February, 1920. At that time, she
admitted that while the political parties needed reform, women should join them and
become part of that reform. *°

Elizabeth Bass urged Michigan women to join the Democratic Party. She
explained that women think if they remain non-partisan, then they will hold the balance of
power between the two major parties. Echoing Louise Bowen, Bass claimed that an
independent voter could only then decide between candidates and platforms that were
already chosen. That strategy was therefore not effective. *’ The partisan views of these

women were seen by Susan Ware as a strand of mainstream feminism because they sought
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to bring women into existing political structures. They were dedicated to raising women’s
issues but inside, not outside, the dominant political system.”®

The major parties wanted women’s votes, but not usually women’s voice in the
running of the party. The real usefulness of Michigan women to both major parties rested
in women’s organizational abilities and their aptitude for grass-roots politics. The
Woman’s Republican Club appointed ward chairmen to canvas their area for registration
and to pass out literature. In turn, these ward chairmen reported their activities to the
club. ** The Democrats also employed their female members for grass-roots work. Grace
Stephens Jobe, Corresponding Secretary of the State Federation of Democratic Women’s
Clubs, claimed that Democratic women had shown a “knowledge of the practical end of
the work” which the party deeply appreciated.'® There was also a difference between
committee women who were appointed and club leaders who were elected by their
members. Both parties wanted to strongly supervise women’s activities and discourage
organizations with another agenda. Consequently, as Jo Freeman put it, “their public
image was one of worker bees who gratefully made coffee not policy.”'*'

In spite of the promises of partisan equality for women in both the Republican
and Democratic parties, they were treated more like apprentice members than full

members. Both parties accepted pejorative stereotypes about women. When women got

the vote in Michigan, The Michigan Citizen wrote of them, “Taken as a whole, their
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knowledge of party principles and accomplishments has been confined to the table
utterances by the head of the family, and the more or less confused review of facts and
fancies as have come from over the garden wall.” '” In the same issue of the Michigan
Citizen in an article entitled “The Michigan Woman in Politics” by Cecille Pratt was more
flattering to women’s political abilities. It claimed that women were actually more
analytical about party platforms. Women injected a spiritual and principled element into
politics. Still, with all these fine attributes, “political knowledge and training is needed as
ballast.” Furthermore, women were all voting in one fell swoop not like men who enter
gradually at age twenty-one '*°

Freeman explained that there were serious structural obstacles to women’s equal
participation in the parties. Until the 1960s, real political power was not in the parties’
formal structure, but rather in informal networks that were male dominated. Women were
readily appointed to committees because those committees brought them little power.
Freeman described how committee members would meet privately, without their female
members, to decide issues. Additionally, women were appointed because they were
considered “safe.” They therefore, would lack a constituency and be beholden to the man
who appointed them. In the 1920s, women had little choice in candidate selection,
patronage or access to political deals.'**

Detroit clubwomen were aware that city policy was often made outside the usual

public channels. Marjory Miller Whittemore reported that while clubwomen regularly

102 «New Voters - Should Not Be Deceived By the Methods of the Republicans,” Michigan Citizen 3
(December 13, 1919): 3.

193 Cecille Pratt, “The Michigan Woman in Politics,” Michigan Citizen 1, (December 13, 1919): 7.
1 Freeman, A Room at a Time, p.7, 109, 110, 119.

107






attended City Council meetings, important decisions were made in committees. She said,
“If our visits to City Council have done nothing else, they have proved conclusively that
all work of any importance is done in Committee.” The Legislative Department believed
that they must therefore have access to the committees. This was difficult because
committee meetings were often called without advance warning. Still, Whittemore insisted
their civic effectiveness would only be enhanced if they penetrated the political
committees. '*’

After only a few years of suffrage, in 1924, the Michigan Citizen made the

message perfectly clear - men had been in charge of the party for so long they were
naturally “more conversant” with the operations. This bears out the research of Flanagan
who explained that in Chicago, the political institutions had certain male dominated
structures that were well established before the enfranchisement of women.'* Partisan
politics involved great patronage that men did not want to share with women.'”’
Consequently, women would be a small minority at conventions for many years to come.
Granted, some women earned the right to act as delegates and women would continue to
co-operate in campaign activities.'®® But, the message was clear: party work for women
was to organize and publicize; policy making in the Democratic party in Michigan would

rest primarily with the men.
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Even when public office touched the home, the public hesitated to accept women
in elected positions. In 1919, the Republican candidate for Superintendent of Public
Instruction, Fred L. Keeler, died after the filing time for candidacy. That situation left
only one living candidate, the Democratic nominee, Dr. Mary L. Hinsdale. Hinsdale’s
name was wrongly printed on some ballots leading to some confusion and Thomas E.
Johnson ran in the election although the ballots had already been printed. His name was
put on adhesive labels for the ballots. Johnson received 280,000 more votes and was

elected. '® The Michigan Citizen called this a “monstrous violation” of political rights and

unsuccessfully ran Hinsdale in 1921 for the same position. Also at that time, the
Democrats unsuccessfully ran Nellie Sawyer Clark for the Board of Regents of the

University of Michigan. The Michigan Citizen reported that Clark was opposed for this

election by her brother. ''°
Both Hinsdale and Clark had extensive women’s clubs affiliations. Clark had been

the President of the Michigan Equal Suffrage Association between 1913-1918. She edited

their publication, Michigan Suffragist, for four years. In 1917 she was appointed by
Governor Sleeper to the Woman’s War Preparedness Committee.''' Dr. Hinsdale was a
member of the Daughters of American Revolution (D.A.R.) She was forceful in rallying
teachers to prevent the repeal, by business interests, of the Teacher’s Pension Act. This
act had been widely supported by the Michigan Federation of Women’s Clubs. By
directing an alliance of MFWC, the Michigan DAR and the Michigan Association of

Collegiate Alumnae, Hinsdale was influential in helping pass an Act Establishing the

' Detroit News (April 28, 1919).
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Commission School Board. In spite of these affiliations and endorsements by women’s
clubs, both Clark and Hinsdale were defeated in the general election of 1921.

Throughout the 1920s, the debate continued for women between partisanship and
non-partisanship. They generally denounced the old time party follower who put the party
before the civic good. Andersen noted that lingering anti-party sentiment from the
Progressive Era meant that when women did join, they exhibited an independent streak. '
Some women were convinced, as Julia Haller, that a political party was the best vehicle to
accomplish their civic agenda. Many other Detroit women, however, continued to urge
caution before jumping into party politics. Edith Alvord, Chairman of the Citizenship
Committee of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC) felt that political parties
were established facts in political life and should be chosen after they had been carefully
studied. Alvord displayed her apprehension when she said that the parties had been
controlled by a minority who might be undesirable so she pleaded with clubwomen to use
their leisure time to scrutinize political questions. ''> Grace Stephens Jobe echoed the idea
about women purifying politics when she claimed that politics was not a dirty business but
rather a modern imperative. She said “Clean politics is a high calling to the womanhood
of America for it means interest in our U.S. Government.” '"*

Since the political parties were cautious about nominating women for political
office, female candidacy was rare and mostly unsuccessful. In 1919, the DFWC secured
the nomination and endorsed the candidacy of Lucia Grimes and Cora A. Maybee for

school inspectors. Laura Osborn, already a member of the school board, urged women to
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support other women, adding that her ideas were continually met by hostility from the
male board members.''> Osborn championed some controversial policies like the single-
salary schedule for teachers. She also believed that the best equipped school buildings
should be located in the poorest sections of the city. Her reasoning was that the wealthier
children have warm homes and meals whereas the poorer children do not. ''®

Maybee and Grimes came in third and fourth, respectively, in the primary. The top four
vote getters were on the election ballot. The Detroit News reported the election as
“Women Vs. Men in School Issue.” Both men, Edward D. Divine and Andrew P. Biddle
had been incumbents on the School Board. Although the DFWC worked for the election
of Maybee and Grimes, the female candidates received far fewer votes than their male
counterparts, and as only two positions were open, neither Maybee nor Grimes were
successful in the general election. ''” Osborn was already serving on the school board, but
when Grimes and Maybee were defeated, the Detroit News reported the defeat in
gendered terms. They wrote that the “campaign of woman vs. man for the two school
board places ended in victory for man.” ''® The Detroit News was reporting the election

. . . 9
involving women like a zero-sum game.''
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Since many women believed that women had a special contribution to make to
politics, they continued to support other female candidates. In 1920, the clubwomen
supported Republican Edith Watkins Dunk for Congress. Dunk had been active in the
Political and Civic League, DFWC and Detroit Housewives League (for the protection of
food). She was appalled that the Federal Government spent only 1% of the national
budget on women’s issues like health, education and the labor of women and children,
libraries etc. In spite of her endorsement from women’s clubs, she too was defeated.
Dunk explained that the cost of a congressional campaign ranged from five to fifty
thousand dollars. '*°

After only a few years of suffrage, some Detroit women were dissatisfied with the
response of male politicians to their needs. Jennie Patton Beattie of the Detroit Women’s
Citizen League insisted that women had to seek and attain office and “play politics from
the inside and not send men back to the legislature who treat women like yellow dogs. The
women voters are the last thing the legislators at Lansing consider.” '*! In 1922, in an
effort to discern why female candidates failed in elections, the DLWV solicited advice
from every group of organized women in Detroit. The League survey wanted to know if
clubwomen would support female candidates and if so, for what position and with what
qualifications. Since most women running for office in Detroit had met defeat despite

women’s suffrage, the League was actually urging women to vote for women.'?? By mid-

women was to provide a healthy, economical diet for their homes. Additionally, since women spent a
large percentage of male earned income, they needed to be politically involved with issues that ultimately
affected the home. Detroit News (May 18,1919).
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decade, however, the situation had changed little in Detroit. In the October 1925 primary
for City Council, none of the four female candidates made the top eighteen positions (Ida
Peppers received 10,635 votes, Harriet R. McGraw received 8,374 votes and Catherine
Tattan received 3,648 votes) and therefore were not on the general election ballot. ' The
failure of Detroit women in elective office can, in some part, be attributed to the nature of
their political experience. As Andersen has noted that the central goal of the suffrage

124 Thus, with the franchise, women

movement was the franchise and not office holding.
did not necessarily try to get women elected to office, but often concentrated on issues of
access with women appointed to prominent positions.'*’

The issue of women’s candidacy for both elective and appointed municipal offices
remained a problem for Detroit women throughout the 1920s. Even clubwomen who saw
the merits of women in office, seemed to be cautious about placing them there. The
DFWC'’s Legislative Department urged clubwomen to work for “the placing of the best
men in charge of city affairs.” '*® At their Twenty-Sixth Annual Meeting, MFWC
members were urged to support women on boards of institutions governing women, but

Mrs. Burritt Hamilton, President of MFWC, urged women to go slowly in seeking office

because she was worried that as officeholders women might not be qualified. The

Michigan Citizen published a denouncement of the National Woman’s Party’s request that
a woman be included at the Washington Naval Conference. U.S. Representative Alice

Robertson of Oklahoma claimed that there was no qualified woman who had either

12 Detroit News (October 7, 1925).
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diplomatic or international experience. She wrote that conference participants must know
foreign languages and the conditions in foreign countries and that the conferees must listen
much and talk very little. Representative Robertson claimed that there simply was no
woman with those qualifications.'?’

Corrine Roosevelt Robinson, sister of Theodore Roosevelt, was one of those who
believed women should not hold public office. She spoke to the Northwestern Women’s
Club in Detroit in 1924. Her topic was “The Place of Women in Politics.” She explained
that citizenship was different for men and women raising the old qualification for
citizenship, military service, to make her point. She claimed that women in politics should
be like a woman’s place in time of war - always ready, but behind the lines. If a woman
took her place in the front lines, Robinson argued, she would then be neglecting the
support role. Lastly, she doubted that a woman would have enough physical endurance.
All the time spent on political campaigns would mean time taken away from her home
duties. Robinson concluded that a woman’s place was as a voter. She should be
knowledgeable, active, alert and open-minded and wise to the campaign tricks of the
unworthy candidates. In summary, Robinson answered the question, “Has the woman a
place in politics?” with a resounding, “Yes, at the polls, not in office.” '*® In many states,
women still had to overcome legal and cultural barriers for public office; some states even
denied that suffrage also granted the right to hold office. Male intransigence continued. A

disgruntled male voter from Illinois wrote congressional candidate Ruth Hanna
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McCormick “I would not think of voting for a woman for Congressman-at-Large any
more than to vote for one of my cows for such a responsible office.” '*°
Appointed Office

While elected office usually proved elusive, clubwomen continued to serve their
community in appointed and in a few cases, elected offices. Minnie Stott Jeffries was
requested to preside over the Wayne County Board of Supervisors when William P.
Bradley, Chairman, retired in 1921. The Board of Supervisors was the legislative branch
of the Wayne County Government. Tﬁe 1918 City Charter replaced the Board of Poor
Commissioners with a Public Welfare Commission which included four unpaid
commissioners, appointed by the mayor for four-year terms. Jeffries was appointed to the

Public Welfare Commission where she served for eleven years. °° The following spring,

The Detroit Citizen wrote about Jeffries in an article entitled, “A Life Rich With Service

to Humankind.” It reported that she was the only woman on the Public Welfare
Committee and was re-appointed for another term. She was President of the County
Supervisors of the Poor and was elected for two years in succession. The article
concluded that Jeffries tireless work had been very helpful to the destitute.'”’

The DWFC was so well known for producing well-versed, civic-minded women
that their members were sought out for positions on municipal boards. In 1921, the
Consultant and Secretary of the Detroit City Planning Commission, T. Glenn Phillips was

searching for members for a new Zoning Board. The Common Council had asked the City

Planning Commission to draft a Zoning Ordinance and to appoint a committee on zoning.

129 etter quoted in Andersen, After Suffrage, p.124-125.
130 The Club Woman 14 (September, 1921): 128.
131 Detroit Citizen 2, (March/April, 1922): 11.

115






Phillips requested the DFWC to forward the names and addresses of potential women
board members. The DFWC replied with the names of Lila Pigott (Mrs. G.

Leon)Haywood and Clara Downey.'*? The Annual Report for the City of Detroit failed to

note a specific Zoning Board for the next few years. Zoning issues were decided instead
by the entire City Planning Commission which had no female members. '**

In 1922, the DFWC following its policy of advocating women on institutional
boards wherever possible, requested that Mayor Couzens replace the position vacated by
Dr. Mary L. Stevens on the House of Corrections Board with another woman. The
DFWC “further suggested that she be a woman free of all political affiliations.”"** While
Mayor Couzens agreed to consider a woman, he claimed ignorance to what “free from
political affiliation” meant. He believed partisan politics belonged to the past in Detroit. '**
More importantly, the DFWC indicated that part of their preference for women came from
the hope to escape the snarls of partisan politics.

In addition to the appointment of clubwomen on institutional boards, several
thousand women held other municipal positions in the early 1920s. The Detroit News
reported that about three thousand women supervised a variety of municipal activities and

had a hand in all branches of city government. Virginia Mae Murray was the director of

the Women’s Division of the Police Department and Frances Knight was the Chief of the
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Women’s Division of the Probation Department. Mary McGill was the head of the
complaint department of the municipal courts building and Mary Breen was in charge of
the Women’s Detention Home. Numerous other women worked in City Hall as clerks,
stenographers, and telephone operators. *°

Detroit women were hindered in politics also because the public was extremely
uneasy about women in public office feeling that a woman’s place was quite literally in the
home. In Detroit during the 1920 Presidential election, the 250 women employed as
registration clerks, were asked who was taking care of the house in their absence. They
constantly had to refute accusations that husbands were left at home to care for their
children and make the dinner.”*’ Traditional ideas about the home made the public
uncomfortable with the visibility of women in public roles. Detroit women also had to
counter stereotypes about what kind of politics was right for them. Some men believed
that women had a special talent for social welfare work. When that work intersected with
the political realm, as it increasingly did, women’s input was more acceptable. Helen
Russell, President of the MFWC said “When men cease to regard us as tepid
philanthropists and receive us a fellow workers, we can sooner accomplish our aims and
society will benefit.” '*®

Clubwomen faced a dilemma. As American women emphasized the home to
justify and protect their political activism, the concomitantly perpetuated traditional

gendered roles. Judith McArthur had described a strong connection between the home and
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1, 1922).

137 Detroit News (November 20, 1920).

138 Detroit News (October 2, 1923).

117






the civic activities of Texas clubwomen. She argued that clubwomen believed “the science
of motherhood” led to social activism. Texas clubwomen tried to extend the cleanliness
and comfort of their homes into the public space. This led to campaigns for playgrounds
and building inspectors."”* Emphasizing the home potentially limited women’s political
activism in male and female eyes. Edith Alvord confronted this dilemma by declaring that
if voting interfered with jelly-making, let the jelly go. She continued saying that the home
should be the “cradle of citizenship.” In this way, a wife and mother should always behave
like a good citizen. Mothers should impress on their children their dependence on society
and their obligation as citizens. Alvord emphasized the interdependence of modern society
by saying women as citizens should make the world a “fit place for the education of their
children.”"*’

How Detroit women sometimes depicted themselves contributed to charges that
they were too silly or self-centered for serious politics. Janie Porter Barrett’s Report of the
National Executive Board Meeting for the National Association of Colored Women
described the appearance of the members. “They were well-dressed, stylish, conservative,
well-groomed and well shod.” "' African-American women were in a bind: respectability

was important, but men could then use it against them. '** Ida Peppers, President of the
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Detroit LWV, attended the first Pan American Conference of Women in 1922. Her
convention report was full of descriptions of what people wore and how charming they
were. Peppers said it was a woman’s duty to society to always look her best. She
mentioned that women were interested in social service, disarmament, and getting at the
root of problems. But, the bulk of her report was devoted to the dignitaries and their

hospitality. '** Since this article was on the clubwoman page of the Detroit News, it may

have been skewed to what the editor thought clubwomen wanted to read. Majorie Elaine

Porter, Club Editor for the Detroit News, noted that it was difficult to discern what

women wanted to read even in the DFWC magazine The Club Woman. She believed

144 Most of the club news

articles should always be included at the discretion of the editor.
was reported on the Home Pages of the newspaper. It was possible that the editor’s
selection catered to what he/she thought was of most interest to the reader. This raises the

problem that women had in controlling their press. While their own magazines such as the

Club Woman, Michigan Woman, The Magazine of the Woman’s City Club etc., were

directed primarily at women, Detroit’s largest newspaper, the Detroit News, was owned
by Scripps who usually tucked clubwomen’s news on the Clubwoman’s pages.
Consequently, Detroit women had only a limited access to getting their message out to all
of Detroit’s residents and certainly could not control what the daily newspapers chose to
report about their political activities. In 1924, the Detroit News ran a front page story
about two women, who had been friends for years but the mayoralty election caused a

braw] between them. The article explained what close friends the women were and how
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144 Majorie Elaine Porter, “What Do Women Want in the Club Magazine?” Detroit News (December 26,
1926).

119






they had a peaceful difference of opinion regarding the upcoming election for mayor of
Detroit. Then “as men understand it” the argument descended into a fist fight. The brawl
attracted about fifty spectators and eventually the police were called in. The article never
chastised the women for their behavior but it did state that at one time, people believed
that women would raise the moral tone of politics. By the end of the piece, it was apparent
that the author believed that women had failed to elevate the tone of politics and in fact,
had descended to the worst forms of male behavior. '*’

Despite all the external obstacles and their own limitations, Detroit’s women’s
groups were intent on having women’s political voices heard. They established “Get Out
The Vote Campaigns.” In 1920, the DFWC joined with the LWV, Woman’s Republican
Club, Women’s Democratic Club, WCTU, Young Women’s Christian Association
(YWCA) and Eastern Star to get women out to vote in the election. As part of this
campaign, the women conducted a house-to-house canvas of wards and voting districts.
146 Still, only 54.7 percent of all the total eligible voting population of Wayne County
voted in the 1920 election. The LWV took voting seriously and labeled those who did not
“traitors.” They added that there were several ways to betray one’s country in war time

but only one in peace time - failure to vote. '*’ The Chicago Tribune claimed “Indifferent

voters are more dangerous than communists or kings. They are passive resistance to
government.”'** The LWV feared a low-voter turnout meant the “rule of the indifferent

many, by the selfish few” and added that every women should help to get out the vote.

145 Detroit News (October 4, 1924).

146 «The Drive to Register Women,” The Club Women 13 (October, 1920).

147 <«Non-Voters are Traitors Says Clubwomen” Michigan Citizen 3 (September 23, 1922): 5.

148 Michael McGerr, The Decline of Popular Politics - The American North, 1865-1928 (New York,
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They understood that women exercising their franchise was a powerful political
weapon.'*’

Detroit clubwomen also sponsored Candidates’ Day in order to see that women’s
issues were addressed. These meetings were for voter education and were usually opened
to all club members. Candidates were allotted only a specific amount of time (usually five
to ten minutes) to state their qualifications. The Wayne County LWV, Northwestern
Women’s Club, Women’s Citizen League and DFWC held these Candidates Days
throughout the 1920s, sometimes co-sponsored with the Detroit Citizens League. While
these meetings were well attended by the women, they were not always taken seriously by
the candidates. In August 1920, at a meeting before the municipal primaries, candidates
came before women who were interested in good government, but the candidates spoke
little about women’s concerns such as mothers’ pensions, Equal Guardianship, and the
eight hour working day. It was left to politically minded Detroit women to see that these
issues were addressed.'*® Throughout the country and in Detroit, clubwomen forced the
airing and attention to issues of concern to them and other women. Freeman noted that
this attention to issues signaled a shift in campaign appeals from an emotional to a factual
one. She quoted Louis Howe as saying that men accept leaders’ statements whereas
women required an argument. When candidates spoke, women demanded a question
period afterwards. "' The importance of these meetings to the candidates themselves
varied. Nonetheless, in 1923 for example, candidates spoke to Wayne County Woman’s

Republican Club, the Woman’s Citizen League, the Progressive Civic League, and the

149 «Non-Voters Are Traitors,” Michigan Citizen 3 (September 23, 1922): 5.
150 «A Woman’s Viewpoint,” The Club Woman 13 (September, 1920): 46.
I Freeman, A Room at a Time, p.235.
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LWYV and The Detroit News claimed that candidates were eager to capture the female
vote.'*?

Detroit clubwomen wanted to strengthen their new position as enfranchised voters
and therefore cooperated with male organizations. Elisabeth Perry noted that women
became skilled at political influence through a variety of organizations, using their
women’s organizations simultaneously with men’s organizations to enhance their political
effectiveness.'”® Women were wary, though, about how men’s groups might receive
them. Mildred Lane Simpson asserted that women would not be dictated to in previously
male dominated organizations. In a letter to the Executive Secretary of the Detroit
Citizens League, Pliny Marsh, Simpson insisted that a woman must be included on the
Executive Board. Otherwise, Simpson claimed that women would shun men’s
organizations; they might pursue similar aims but arrive at them independently of men’s
organizations. As there was already a movement to bring Detroit women whose husbands
supported the Detroit Citizens League values together to discuss civic matters, Simpson
ended by saying since women were enfranchised they would lose confidence in the Detroit
Citizens League if membership and council seats were not offered to them. '** Marsh
replied that the by-laws would be amended appropriately to increase the size of the

Executive Board so women could take new places. He added that every effort was made

152 Detroit News (March 4, 1923).

153 Perry, “Women’s Political Choices,” p.421.
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to give “public evidence” that the Citizens League advocated cooperation between men
and women in civic matters. '*°

And there is evidence of cooperation between the Detroit Citizens League and
women’s clubs. The Detroit Citizens League handled publicity for the voting registration
of women in 1920."°® On several occasions, during the 1920s, the Detroit Citizens League
sponsored a Candidates Day with the LWV. These Candidates Days were considered a
great successes. In 1924, the Citizens League claimed they had never had such a large
attendance as when they sponsored Candidates Day with the LWV."’

Male organizations were cooperative, but cautious, about their association with
women. Members of the Detroit Citizens League often spoke to women’s clubs especially
the DFWC. The Detroit Citizens League worked with many women’s groups like the
LWV, WCTU, YWCA, Eastern Star, Women’s Republican and Democratic Clubs, in an
effort to register clubwomen.'*® But when the Woman’s First Campaign League wanted
to maintain their political work under the name Women Citizen’s League, the Detroit
Citizens League objected. Pliny J. Marsh, attorney for the Detroit Citizens League, argued
that Women Citizen’s League would be associated in people’s minds with the Detroit
Citizens. Marsh claimed that since the Detroit Citizens League had that title for many
years, the women should be the ones to change."”® The Board of the Women Citizen’s

League considered Marsh’s request and refused when Marsh then suggested the women

133 Letter from Pliny Marsh to Mrs. Mildred Lane Simpson, (May 26, 1919), Box 2, MS Detroit Citizens
League Additional Papers.
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adopt the name, “Good Government League.” The women directors knew that an earlier
organization by that name had some unfavorable publicity and they “smiled at the
proposal.” The women held that there was a significant difference between Detroit
Citizens and Women Citizen’s to prevent misunderstanding. The organization was
therefore incorporated under state law as Women Citizen’s League. '®°

But, the Woman’s Citizen League realized that if it were to carry on with political
work, it needed money and that would entail admitting male members. The club was
apprehensive though. They considered limiting their membership to only the husbands of
members and refusing them voting privileges The most serious objections, though, were
around the issues of objectivity and agenda. There were fears that politicians might use
the League for propaganda or that their agenda of women and children might be
compromised. Lastly, Chairwoman Jessie (Mrs. Alexander) MacDonald reminded the
members that men never asked women to join their organizations. '®' The Progressive
(formerly Political) Civic League also admitted men for financial and active support. The
leadership of the Progressive Civic League remained in the hands of women.'®

The result of both women’s past history and men’s lukewarm support for their
ideas was that women’s groups persisted in their political work usually without the help of
male organizations. The Legislative Council which had been organized to decide what
bills women would unite behind, appeared somewhat successful for a time. The
September, 1924 Wayne County Educational Bulletin of the Michigan LWV reported that

during 1921-1923 fifty percent of the bills the Council favored were passed. In addition,
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the Council actively opposed the bill for the return of capital punishment in Michigan and
it failed.'®

While there is scant evidence of cross-race cooperation between the women’s
clubs in Detroit, there was some cooperation. In 1917, the National Association of
Colored Women advised members to seek cooperation with white women’s clubs. It
emphasized that white women were also campaigning for the civic and moral good of the
country. '* Mary McCoy had been a charter member of the Twentieth Century Club. The
African-American clubs, the Detroit Study Club and the Entre Nous Clubs were admitted
to the Detroit Federation of Women’s clubs. When the Detroit Study Club was admitted
in 1916, there was some controversy whether the General Federation of Women’s Clubs
would allow it. African-American clubwomen in Minnesota praised the Detroit Federation
for its “noble stand” in opposing the GFWC'’s segregationist policies. The National
Association of Colored Women’s Club stated it “does hereby commend the action of this
magnanimous body of women engaged as they are in an effort to uplift all (their underline)
women without respect to race or color, and to wish them success in this praiseworthy
effort to break through the wall of discrimination which the white women of the country
have erected between their deliberation and those of their colored sisters.” The DFWC
replied that the newspaper accounts were wrong and it hadn’t been officially rejected by
the GFWC. All evidence supports that the DFWC was not rejected and the federation

admitted the Entre Nous club in 1922 as well.'** Dorothy Salem claimed that the GFWC
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had a “subtle evasion clause” but this was not always used at the local level. '* Meta E.
Pelham who was active in the Michigan State Association of Colored Women was also in
the DFWC. She served on the building committee when the new clubhouse was built in
the early 1920s. '’

Women’s groups, doing civic work, continued to receive praise for their
organization and efficiency. Majorie Elaine Porter wrote that the Detroit clubwomen
shared “This vision of women united, working with concerted effort toward the same goal
of betterment of self, home, community, nation and the world, promises advancement and
accomplishment.” '*® Within this unity of vision, the clubwomen stressed the importance
of learning a woman’s rightful place in the new scheme of things as well as a higher sense
of patriotism. While the article continued with the specific programs of a variety of
women’s clubs, they had the underlying idea that the world, and especially Detroit, was
changing rapidly. Women needed to establish their rightful place in intellectual, political,
economic, and social matters. Women were equal civic partners and simply had to
establish where they would be the most effective for the most good.'® Lillian Mathews,
President of the DFWC, epitomized the attitude of Detroit women when she said that

women had always felt a responsibility toward the preservation of the nation but now with

State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs (May 9, 1916) Minutes 1917-1918, Vol 10 MS Federation of
Women’s Clubs of Metropolitan Detroit.
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her “new public position and civic duties, she has greater opportunities than ever before in
dealing with national progress and security.” '”°

Throughout the 1920s, Detroit clubwomen continued their civic work within the
political context established in the first few years after full suffrage. Rarely achieving
decision-making positions in elected office or the political parties, they continued using
many of their effective pre-suffrage strategies. Consequently, they used their clubs as an
organizational base from which to educate and influence public policy. As Elizabeth Perry
noted, such a strategy “is not always equivalent to power, but neither is it equivalent to

powerlessness.”"”’

170 «Annual Address of President Lillian Mathews” (April 15, 1924) Vol 13 Minutes 1922-1924, p.
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71 Perry, “Women’s Political Choices,” p.433.
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Chapter 4 - Settling In

By the early part of the 1920s, thus, many Detroit clubwomen had established
patterns for their enfranchised political activities which would continue for the rest of the
decade. While they used their newly acquired voting rights, they did so in combination
with other political tools they had developed in their pre-franchise political culture. But,
their civic intrusion was continually disparaged by men who claimed to respect them for
their civic conscience but denied them leadership positions in party politics or public
office. Organized clubwomen settled in across the 1920s to promote a civic agenda and to
push at the constraints which hindered their political effectiveness. These clubwomen
pursued their political work through the networking and grass-roots methods they had
perfected across the previous decades outside of the political party system. Their strategy
for political work involved not only the study of issues but the dissemination of
information for public education. Using study and education, clubwomen worked to make
Detroit politics more accessible to the public through pre-primary conventions and
permanent voting registration. Detroit clubwomen had carved out a place for themselves
in Detroit politics but throughout the rest of the 1920s, they strove to enlarge their
political space.

As noted in the previous chapter, the 1920s saw falling vote totals throughout the
country. A variety of explanations have been advanced by historians and political scientists
as to why this happened. According to Michael McGerr, voting declined throughout the
first twenty-five years of the twentieth century. It stood at only forty-nine percent in the

Presidential elections of 1920 and 1924. This trend held for local elections as well with
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only forty-two percent turnout in 1922 and 1926. While there were several contemporary
explanations for this decline, McGerr attributed it to the transformation of political style
from the nineteenth to the twentieth century. The partisan political culture of the
nineteenth century had simplified politics and provided for the initiation of new members.
By the twentieth century, liberal reform, journalism and educational campaigns weakened
party bonds and made politics more complex. Additionally, the rise of pressure groups
and government by experts added to the decline.' Women, thus, entered the voting polity
in a transitional period: early attempts to account for falling totals even alarmed women. *
Edith Alvord understood women were caught in the general political apathy that affected
the whole country in the mid-1920s. Alvord suggested that joining the political parties
would create more interest in politics among women, and she criticized women for
retaining too much of the non-partisan attitude in their political viewpoint. >

New voters in the twentieth century such as women, the young, immigrants or the
poor did not experience the intense partisan socialization undergone by voters in the
nineteenth century.® This situation affected new women voters in several ways. Louise E.
(Mrs. Harry V.)Woodhouse, of the Wayne County Republican Committee, observed that
women were still novices in political affairs and whereas men traditionally joined the party
of their fathers, women had no such precedent. Moreover, these women had grown up in

an era of entirely male political party culture within which they were not, as yet,
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comfortable. > As women’s political socialization was outside of partisan politics, they
retained their ambivalence toward the political parties after suffrage. ® But, there were
other reasons. In” The Vanishing Voter,” Arthur M. Schlesinger and Erik M Eriksson
saw political apathy stemming from the lessening of differences between the two parties.’
Edith Alvord, for example, criticized the parties for offering lackluster candidates and
watered-down platforms.® In addition to blurred party differences, Schlesinger and
Eriksson believed “the complexity of modern life” contributed to political apathy. In the
nineteenth century, politics had been recreation but the new interests of business and
commercial recreation of the twentieth century precluded that.” Dorothea Steffens agreed
that government issues were subordinate to personal issues. She also believed that some
women did not yet have the political vision to see the connection between government
issues and their daily lives. Steffens added that women, like men, responded to election
interest. If there was a close fight, more women and men voted.' For example, in the
hotly contested municipal elections of 1925, women showed an eager interest to practice
the franchise. In some wards, the women outnumbered the men in the total vote cast
(16th Ward, 4th District). In 1928, reflecting a great Detroit interest in the Presidential

election, many districts reported fifty-fifty registration, meaning as many men as women

5 Detroit News (November 7, 1926).
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were registered.!' McGerr posited that nationwide voting was up from forty-nine percent
in 1924 to fifty-six percent in 1928 because the parties displayed sharper differences in
their candidates, Herbert Hoover and Al Smith.'? Kristi Andersen explained that
contemporaries believed women had a greater interest in the 1928 election because social
issues such as prohibition, ethnic and religious toleration were more at the forefront.
Andersen added that astute writers noted that the entry of immigrant women into the
electorate negated the simple assumption that women would vote for a dry Hoover over a
wet Smith."’

Clubwomen sometimes sent mixed signals about the franchise. According to Gayle
Gullett, women often saw their civic roles as an extension of their domestic ones. Their
realm was that of “city mothers” where the realm of men was in the franchise."* Still, as
Andersen noted, the low turnout for female voters did not necessarily mean political
apathy but really a reluctance to behave politically the same as men.'’ Pamela Tyler
explained that voting was only one facet of political communication. Women expressed
themselves politically when they attended rallies or meetings, spoke with influential people
and raised money. '®

African-American women felt that voting was especially important for their race.

Mary Church Terrell encouraged the members of the National Association of Colored
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Women to vote wisely and seek out women who don’t vote to educate them to their duty.
Terrell believed the falling voter participation was dangerous to the country. She stressed
that it was important for all women to elect the best leaders. “But owing to the conditions
which confront us as colored women all over the United States, it means more to us than

it does to any of our sisters in the other racial groups.”'’ The Detroit Independent echoed

a similar thought when they published “Why the Negro Should Register and Vote” by a
schoolgirl named Ida Mae Bell. Bell admitted she was young but she opposed the
segregation in movie theaters. She claimed this condition could be rectified if people used
the power of the ballot. Bell ended by supporting African-American candidate George H.
Green for City Council. '®

While many clubwomen were political, others still believed that politics was only
for men. Even after the Nineteenth Amendment, there was a cultural persistence of
opposition to women’s suffrage for both genders. But, according to Andersen, stated that
mobilization efforts on the part of the political parties and women’s organizations did have
an impact on politics.'® One such effort at political mobilization in Detroit was the “Get
Out the Vote Campaigns.” Prior to the 1924 presidential election the Wayne County LWV
engaged other clubs like the DFWC, the American Association of University Professors
(AAUP), YWCA, American Legion Auxiliary, the Detroit Board of Education, Detroit
Federation of Churches and the Boy Scouts in a general campaign to all help get out the

vote. Each organization had a representative on a general committee with Dorothea

17 Mary Church Terrell, “Report of the National Chairman on Legislation,” Convention Minutes 1926
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Steffens of the Wayne County LWV as chairman. Automobile caravans traveled
throughout the city encouraging people to vote. Within the clubs themselves, there was a
plan to have all those who voted to stand at the meeting after the election. The drive was
to have one hundred percent of all club members standing. The Board of Education
instructed children to urge their parents to vote and church bulletins included election
calendars. Lastly, five thousand Boy Scouts went door-to-door with campaign literature
encouraging the householders to vote. *°

McGerr explained that the “Get Out the Vote” campaigns were nation-wide. He
claimed they stemmed from a fear that upper and middle class voters were abstaining
while radicals were all voting. He noted that working-class organizations were not
prominent in the campaign. While McGerr recognized the participation of the League of
Women Voters, he emphasized that the thrust of the movement was primarily class
driven.”' There was no evidence among Detroit clubwomen that they held fears of
radicalism. They were civic-minded themselves and encouraged greater participation
among Detroit voters. The Detroit News noted that before women were given the
franchise, no one had heard of a Get Out the Vote drive.?

Liette Gidlow researched the Get Out the Vote campaigns and agreed that middle-
class women were prominent in the movement, especially in the East and the Midwest.
She explained that the LWV was alarmed that the 1920 election did not elicit a massive
female turnout and therefore, the League was among the most committed supporters of

the Get Out the Vote drive. These drives utilized a variety of techniques including
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commercial advertising, movies and stickers on automobiles. The underlying fear that
drove the Get Out the Vote campaigns was that “solid citizens™ were no longer voting.
Throughout the nineteenth century, the franchise had been closely identified with
citizenship but if citizens no longer voted, what was the meaning of citizenship? > The
League of Women Voters feared that after seventy-five years of agitating for the vote,
women might be ignoring their franchise responsibilities.**

In an effort to encourage greater participation, the LWV changed its organization
to better serve the voters of the Detroit area. In January, 1924, the increasing population
and geographical size of metropolitan Detroit encouraged the LWV to expand its
organization into the Wayne County LWV At that time, they began an educational
campaign to encourage the most intelligent voting among women. They understood that
women were young in the political field and inexperienced. They further understood that
this inexperience might lead to poor voting and the defeat of important legislation. All
women entitled to vote were entitled to membership in the Wayne County LWV.?
Although the LWV had expanded to reach the suburbs, it realized that its strength lay in
an organization which was responsive to the local level. A year later, the Wayne County
LWV re-organized to become a more grassroots organization. The larger districts were
divided into precincts and the precincts were sub-divided into blocks. Each block had a

LWYV captain who was responsible for the members there. They understood that women
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often worked well with personal relationships and the block captains would be neighbors
of the people they served.”

Another response to the falling vote totals was the need for voting reforms. Detroit
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