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Introduction

On September 9, 1935, the Detroit Housing Commission began tear-
ing down condemned buildings in the heart of the city’s largest black 
neighborhood. The fifteen square blocks, which were 95 percent Afri-
can American in a city that was only 7 percent black, had the highest 
proportion of black residents in Detroit. Before the clearance began, the 
city held a “Demolition Ceremony” and invited Eleanor Roosevelt to 
be the principal speaker. Between 10,000 and 20,000 spectators, a mix 
of white and black Detroiters, listened to the First Lady deliver a five-
minute speech in front of the vacated home of Mrs. Rosella Jackson.1 
Roosevelt declared that the Depression had piqued Americans’ interest 
in poverty and inspired magnanimous public efforts like this one. The 
crowd cheered and applauded for the First Lady. A group of African 
American children from the Brewster Community Center performed 
a dance. Five-year-old Geraldine Walker, whose home was going to be 
torn down in the slum clearance, presented Roosevelt with a marigold. 
At ceremony’s end, Roosevelt waved her handkerchief, signaling the 
destruction of the first condemned house on the fifteen-block site.2

Three years later, after the condemned buildings had been cleared 
and the Brewster Homes, Detroit’s first public housing project, stood 
in their place, a crowd of African Americans convened in front of the 
new buildings, this time as protesters. These demonstrators were push-
ing city officials to hire an all-black staff for the new, segregated facility. 
Brewster Homes would accept only black tenants, but the city had hired 
white staff to work at the complex and allowed white business owners to 
set up shops in its storefronts. Across town, the Parkside Homes, which 
would open the same day, were entirely white. Black staff would not 
be hired, and black proprietors would not be permitted to open busi-
nesses in its storefronts. The Afro-American Institute, a black protest 
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organization, had attempted to negotiate with local authorities to hire 
only black workers and restrict businesses to black ownership. When 
negotiations reached a stalemate, the institute collected hundreds of 
signatures on a petition and called for daily protests. Facing consid-
erable pressure from the African American activists, the city’s mayor, 
Richard Reading, endorsed the plan to hire an all-black staff to work 
at Brewster. However, Detroit’s city council vetoed the proposal. Black 
residents continued to fight for an all-black staff and guarantees that 
black merchants would have priority for Brewster’s storefronts.3

Roosevelt’s demolition ceremony promoted white liberal leaders’ 
understanding of the promises of the New Deal for African Americans. 
The Afro-American Institute’s protests three years later illustrate the 
limits of liberal sympathy and good intentions in the face of ingrained 
social structures and material inequality. The first illustrates that north-
ern white liberals imagined themselves as generous and magnanimous 

Geraldine Walker hands a marigold to Eleanor Roosevelt at the opening of the Detroit 
slum clearance project, September 9, 1935. Courtesy of Corbis Images.
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in relation to African Americans, who they saw as passive, if deserv-
ing. The widely circulated photograph of Geraldine Walker and Elea-
nor Roosevelt captures this well-intentioned but ultimately problematic 
dynamic. It portrayed a young, small Geraldine Walker holding Roo-
sevelt’s hands and listening intently to the First Lady. Roosevelt, who 
had bowed down to Walker’s level, seemed to be imparting kind advice 
to the young girl. In this image, Walker was cast as defenseless, sweet, 
innocent, and inactive —  someone who absolutely deserved help and 
would graciously accept support. Although she was handing Roosevelt 
a marigold, her gesture was lost in an image that emphasized Roos-
evelt’s activity and generosity, and Walker’s passive gratitude.

The implicit message in this staged photograph was that white lib-
eral leaders and African Americans should sustain a clearly imbalanced 
relationship whereby white leaders provided vulnerable African Ameri-
cans with the resources they needed and African Americans were 
grateful recipients. This image erased the protest that African Ameri-
cans had been waging for years as they fought to get the city to address 
their needs. Black Detroiters were not receiving these resources simply 
because white liberals intuitively recognized and acted on social need. 
Instead, their victories were a product of black political power, built 
over years of struggle against persistent, state-supported inequality that 
pushed white liberals to these positions.

While the first of these two events portrayed white liberal leaders’ 
perspective, the second showed how black activists interrupted that 
widely accepted narrative. By protesting the inequities at Brewster 
Homes, black activists exposed the limitations of liberal policies that 
were ostensibly guided by the logic of magnanimity. Instead of accept-
ing resources as passive recipients, they recast themselves as political 
participants with a self-conscious project aimed at building a racially 
egalitarian city. Black activists presented this alternate image to pass-
ersby by holding picket signs and petitions as they fought to reconfig-
ure their relationship to white liberals and their place within the urban 
political sphere. These African American protesters were challenging 
the unequal distribution of resources at the same time that they were 
calling into question the basic assumptions upon which that allocation 
was premised —  northern racial liberalism.
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Northern Racial Liberalism and “Colorblind” Racism

Managing Inequality examines the formulation, uses, and growing po-
litical importance of northern racial liberalism. Northern racial liberal-
ism is the notion that all Americans, regardless of race, should be polit-
ically equal, but that the state cannot and indeed should not enforce 
racial equality by interfering with existing social or economic relations. 
This idea became popular among Detroit’s white liberal leaders during 
and immediately after the First World War and came to be consistently 
embraced by the majority of mainstream white politicians by the end 
of the 1920s. This occurred alongside the spectacular expansion of the 
city’s population, economy, physical size, and municipal government. 
By the 1930s, as city leaders responded to the Great Depression and 
began to build the local New Deal infrastructure, northern racial liber-
alism had already come to shape their ideas, define their policies, and 
characterize their practices.

White proponents of northern racial liberalism did not always em-
brace the discourse of racial equality for the same reasons. Indeed, their 
understanding of its implications and their motivations for accepting its 
tenets were manifold and changed over time. In the early twentieth cen-
tury through the First World War, white northern racial liberals were 
likely to define political racial equality narrowly. A legacy of northern 
sectional politics from the Civil War and postbellum eras, northern 
racial liberalism helped white urban leaders explain why they opposed 
racist violence in favor of urban order. But few of them saw social, eco-
nomic, or residential integration as desirable goals. Fewer still believed 
that African Americans’ critiques of the prevailing racial and economic 
order were valid or required their attention. Indeed, northern racial 
liberals in this period rarely believed in racial justice. These men and 
women used the rhetoric of northern racial liberalism to conceal their 
support for existing forms of subordination.

By the 1930s, though still a minority, a far larger proportion of 
white liberals believed in the tenets of urban racial equality and saw it 
as inherently socially, politically, and morally good. For them, a more 
racially equal city would be a better city, one in which everyone would 
benefit from a commitment to justice and racial equality. Members of 
this group worked most closely with African Americans, were most 
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inclined to link racial inequality to economic stratification, and were 
most likely to work in coalition with the Left. They disagreed about how 
far they could push established political institutions to respond to the 
dictates of racial equality. Many believed that a conservative backlash 
would undermine their political power if their commitment to racial 
equality was too explicit or if their policies directly challenged social, 
residential, or occupational segregation. They were also constrained by 
their belief that racism was a moral problem of individual sentiment 
and did not need to be addressed institutionally.

These positions sat on two ends of a spectrum. They represent white 
leaders’ main motivations for embracing northern racial liberalism 
and political racial equality, but they were rarely distinct from each 
other. The majority of Detroit’s white liberals believed in some aspects 
of each of these tenets. Some were far more committed to the expan-
sion of racial equality, while others saw the maintenance of urban order 
as their principle interest and maintained a scant degree of concern 
about racial injustice. This tension among white proponents of north-
ern racial liberalism also represented the paradox that stood at its heart. 
White northern leaders came to embrace racial equality in the politi-
cal realm. They saw the North as a place where modern forms of racial 
democracy could be and were already being practiced, in contrast to 
the backward and violent application of segregation in the Jim Crow 
South.4 At the same time, they supported and implemented policies 
that promoted racial inequality. Although this may seem like an inter-
nal contradiction, it was not. Northern racial liberals certainly wanted 
to ease the political and economic consequences of racial stratification, 
but for many, their higher priority was to manage racial discord with an 
eye toward sustaining urban peace.

This made northern racial liberalism a double-edged sword for Afri-
can Americans. A range of black activists, from middle-class reform-
ers to supporters of mass action, capitalized on the language of equal-
ity that white leaders increasingly embraced and as a consequence won 
new resources and concessions from city officials. At the same time, 
though, many white city leaders who embraced northern racial liberal-
ism were not interested in acknowledging or confronting the underly-
ing racism that already structured urban life. Instead, their racial liberal 
ideology helped to reinforce and mask the enduring power of existing 
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hierarchies and to contain African Americans’ growing demands for 
citizenship and equality. At its worst, rather than undermining racial 
inequalities, northern racial liberalism could and did function as an 
instrument for subduing the aspirations of the growing African Ameri-
can population and for casting their demands for equality as irrelevant 
and disruptive.

This paradox should sound familiar because it sits at the heart of 
early twenty-first-century American racial politics. Indeed, northern 
racial liberalism is the basis for what contemporary critics call “col-
orblind racism” —  the idea that the United States is no longer racially 
unequal because overtly racist speech is no longer an acceptable ele-
ment of mainstream political or social discourse.5 This study shows that 
our current racial system —  where race-neutral language coincides with 
extreme racial inequalities that appear natural rather than political —  
has a history that is deeply embedded in contemporary governmen-
tal systems and political economies. It challenges the commonsense 
notion that these inequalities are the direct legacy of southern slavery 
and will fade away with time as we move further away from slavery. It 
shows instead that racism survives because it is also a modern creation, 
emerging out of discourses and policies that came to be codified along-
side the expansion of municipal governance and the welfare state in the 
early twentieth century. As such, understanding this history continues 
to have contemporary relevance in a broad array of local and regional 
political economies, including the urban North.

Contemporary proponents of colorblind racism maintain that the 
successes of the civil rights movement —  the dismantling of Jim Crow, 
alongside the antidiscrimination legislation and judicial decisions of 
the 1950s and 1960s —  effectively eliminated racism in American insti-
tutions and marginalized the shrinking minority of whites who con-
tinued to articulate racist ideas. Racism, they assert, is dead. It no 
longer shapes American institutions, government practices, or social 
behaviors. Accordingly, colorblind racists castigate civil rights leaders, 
whom they characterize as opportunistic and self-serving, for produc-
ing racial divisiveness by inventing false specters of inequality. They 
see these claims as misplaced resentment on the part of people of color 
toward whites. Rather than a measure of the durability of discrimina-
tion, colorblind racists see persistent racial inequality as evidence that 
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communities of color foster negative, dysfunctional, and defeatist “cul-
tures of poverty” that hold their members back from success. This idea 
is widely accepted in popular cultural discourse about race and used 
as a tool to argue against affirmative action and other policies oriented 
toward remedying racial inequality.6 Even critics of colorblind racism 
accept the idea that it developed as a reaction against the civil rights 
movement. They rarely see its much longer history back into the early 
twentieth century or examine the suppleness of urban governing ide-
ology in thwarting African American claims that racial hierarchies 
shaped northern cities.7 Northern racial liberalism married the same 
two components that colorblind racism does today: an extension and 
affirmation of racial inequality alongside a commitment to the language 
of interracial understanding and race neutrality.

Political Economy, Northern Racial Stratification, and 
Urban Peace

Northern racial liberalism had its roots in progressivism and the politi-
cal and economic relations that shaped the First Great Migration. 
Northerners developed and intensified their own systems of segrega-
tion between the 1890s and the beginning of the First World War at the 
same time that they drew on Michigan’s Reconstruction-era tradition 
of legal race neutrality. Northern white progressives, like their southern 
counterparts, saw segregation as a tool for suppressing social discord 
and reducing urban conflict. Unlike southerners, however, they held 
fast to the idea that their practices would lead to fuller racial equality, 
even though they also easily accepted the racial inequities that segrega-
tion amplified.8

During the First Great Migration, white progressives in northern 
cities drew a sharp distinction between their strategies for managing 
race relations and white southerners’ racial practices. They cast their 
relationships to African Americans as fundamentally better than south-
ern whites’ —  more modern, more progressive, and more just. Even 
as they built racially segregated institutions that separated European 
immigrants from African Americans, most white progressives down-
played the idea that white supremacy or discrimination shaped systems 
of power in northern cities. Instead, they blamed African Americans’ 
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exceptional difficulties on black deficiencies.9 Thus, white progressives 
cast their racial practices in opposition to their flattened understanding 
of southern culture at the same time that they sustained condescending 
assumptions about African Americans.

Understanding that southern racial practices depended on Jim 
Crow’s continuing utility, rather than southern whites’ sentimental 
attachment to slavery, helps provide a model for seeing how racism 
in the urban North was linked to its own regional political economy. 
The culture of southern segregation was a distinctly modern response 
to rapid economic and cultural changes, including emancipation, the 
introduction of consumer culture, and the need to sustain a large-scale, 
agriculturally based political economy.10 Similarly, northern racial ide-
ologies should be understood as linked to the political economy of the 
North and understood in relation to shifting ideas about the productive 
economy and about the role of workers within that economy. Detroit 
was an important location for the production of this ideology. The 
introduction of the automated assembly line and its counterpart, an 
aggressive Americanization program among workers by the beginning 
of World War I, assumed that the infinite replaceability of workers was 
their most important asset. The economic and political elite thought of 
workers as interchangeable cogs —  indistinguishable pieces of a mod-
ern machine. This ideology, informed by the needs of capital, helped 
support the rhetoric of racial equality, since it assumed that individual 
workers should not be differentiated from each other based on their 
non-work-related identities.11 However, while corporate leaders aggres-
sively integrated their workforces by ethnicity in the 1910s as a strategy 
for undermining ethnic alliances and disrupting workers’ potential for 
union organizing, most sustained an equally passionate commitment to 
racial segregation, excluding black workers and pushing them into the 
worst jobs and into segregated areas of factories.

Racial stratification in the urban North was considerably more elas-
tic than southern practices and policies. African Americans represented 
a far smaller portion of the population in the North and were permitted 
more social and cultural latitude as they moved through northern cit-
ies. Nonetheless, significant formal and informal dictates upheld occu-
pational and residential segregation, shutting black residents out of the 
vast majority of well-paying jobs and white neighborhoods. African 
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Americans were not always denied access to city resources, and most 
public spaces, such as schools, sidewalks, and streetcars, were officially 
integrated. However, informal segregation was regularly practiced. For 
example, city parks frequented by both black and white residents were 
seldom marked with placards announcing segregation, but they usu-
ally maintained separate areas for black and white patrons, and Afri-
can Americans could face significant consequences if they crossed over 
these invisible boundaries.12

This study returns the city government to debates about urban racial 
geographies. It demonstrates that local politicians and city manag-
ers sustained a common interest in upholding order and maintaining 
the racial status quo even when they made an explicit claim that they 
were committed to racial justice. Elected and nonelected city officials 
often shared the belief that challenges to the racial status quo would 
disrupt their ability to manage an orderly city and support its contin-
ued growth. A chief function of interwar urban government was thus 
to regulate race relations and avoid racial conflicts in the name of urban 
peace. This priority came into direct conflict with activists’ struggles to 
promote racial justice in cities like Detroit, whose administrations posi-
tioned themselves as racially progressive, but worked to uphold existing 
racial relations of power as part of their effort to keep the city operating 
as smoothly as possible.13

“The Value of Some Adequate Plan of Segregation”

A private communication from March 1935 between Detroit’s mayor 
Frank Couzens and the secretary of the city’s planning commission, 
Herbert Russell, baldly outlined the central ideological components 
of northern racial liberalism as well as its regional biases. Carl Storm, 
a local white attorney, had written to the mayor suggesting that the 
municipal government should take full advantage of the federal money 
that had become available for “useful projects” by implementing a 
citywide program of residential segregation. This program, he argued, 
would “add stability to real Estate values . . . and give more desirability 
to the City generally.” Storm believed the city should use zoning ordi-
nances, condemnation proceedings, and the sale or exchange of prop-
erties to eject all African Americans from predominantly white areas 
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and encourage whites to leave majority-black districts. The plan, Storm 
projected, would cost the city less than $5 million, and he was confident 
it would succeed. “Almost without exception,” he explained, “segrega-
tion [has been] effective in the South.” Finally, Storm closed his letter 
with a request: “Please do not assume that I have any prejudice against 
the people of the negro race, for that is not the case. I have the greatest 
of sympathy for them.”14

Mayor Couzens appealed to Herbert Russell for guidance about how 
to reply to Storm.15 In response, Russell lamented the city’s inability 
to implement the kind of segregation plan Storm had outlined. Legal 
restrictions made laws and zoning ordinances ineffective. Furthermore, 
the southern model, which Storm found so compelling, was unlikely 
to work in Detroit. “Almost without exception,” Russell explained, “the 
so-called effective colored segregation in the South is accomplished by 
means of arbitrary domination, rather than by legal procedure.” Russell 
argued instead that there was a “real need of an intensive educational 
program, which will prove to our colored people the value of some 
adequate plan of segregation.” Indeed, he claimed, some of the “lead-
ers of the race” already agreed that segregation was beneficial to Afri-
can Americans, even though they disagreed about “how [it] might be 
accomplished.” To be most constructive, he explained, “any proposed 
plan should be prompted by an earnest desire to aid and assist our col-
ored race to something better for them, rather than simply ejecting 
them from their chosen home sites.”16 By positioning himself against 
southern forms of racial domination, Russell cast himself as both mod-
ern and rational —  an urban leader who would resist prejudice in favor 
of sound governance.

Russell opened his letter to Mayor Couzens with a reference to Abra-
ham Lincoln, who had devised a plan for segregation at the end of the 
Civil War that would have been implemented had he not been tragically 
assassinated. Russell used Lincoln as well as his connections with Afri-
can American elites to justify his support for segregation as morally and 
politically appropriate. At the same time, he rejected southern strategies 
designed to achieve this goal as inappropriate and inapplicable for the 
urban North. Rather than implementing a version of the South’s extra-
legal and “arbitrary” domination of African Americans, he claimed 
an “earnest desire” to help black Detroiters. His plan was to educate 
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African Americans to accept their appropriate roles in northern cit-
ies —  as members of a segregated minority.

Northern racial liberalism was thus marked by a desire to main-
tain racial hierarchies while rejecting the arbitrary dominance of Afri-
can Americans characteristic of the South. Russell used social science 
discourse to cast himself as an objective proponent of modern urban 
management and rational, unbiased efficiency. He claimed that segrega-
tion was not always linked to discrimination, denying its connection to 
white supremacy or to the sustenance of racial hierarchy. For him, seg-
regation was a natural outgrowth of difference, and he cited “sociologi-
cal studies” that had indicated that African Americans “show a definite 
tendency to centralize and colonize in their own race districts” in order 
to justify this claim.17 Ultimately, Russell used the language of northern 
racial liberalism to disguise the second-class quality of the citizenship 
he imagined for Detroit’s black residents and to deny the white suprem-
acy inherent in his vision of how race should work in the urban North. 
Russell described himself as someone who was committed to producing 
the greatest good for the greatest number. If African Americans were 
left out of that aggregate calculation, it was not the result of anything so 
primitive, backward, or southern as racism.

The slum clearance and low-cost housing projects that Eleanor Roo-
sevelt helped celebrate are also excellent examples of this dynamic. 
Brewster Homes, developed by liberal white city planners and hous-
ing commissioners, upheld and formalized residential segregation in 
Detroit. Black residents from the cleared neighborhood would only be 
relocated to other majority-black areas, and the Brewster Homes —  with 
100 percent African American occupancy —  would be even more segre-
gated than the neighborhood it replaced. In the face of African Ameri-
cans’ clearly articulated complaints that segregation promoted inequal-
ity, white liberal leaders provided two responses. First, they claimed, 
the maintenance of segregation was a concession to conservatives 
who would otherwise block the projects. Second, they argued that the 
resources African Americans were receiving, and the community ben-
efit those resources conferred, far outweighed any potentially negative 
effects of segregation. African Americans fought for and won unprec-
edented benefits from the state during the New Deal. They consistently 
claimed that they should sustain equal and unfettered access to the city’s 



12 << Introduction

resources as well as full urban citizenship. However, the northern archi-
tects of the welfare state designed programs that helped codify, rather 
than undermine, social and geographic stratification based on race.18

Tolerance

During the interwar years, the liberal political idea that the state should 
use its resources to promote social welfare became increasingly popular 
in Detroit. Self-identified liberals, like Detroit’s mayor Frank Murphy, 
were the architects and most enthusiastic proponents of these kinds of 
governmental systems. In the mayoral race of 1930, for example, Mur-
phy promised to use city resources to address massive unemployment, 
while other candidates attempted to convince voters that it was inap-
propriate to dip into city coffers to support the “downtrodden.”19 How-
ever, Detroit’s white liberals did not believe they should use the state 
in a similar manner to address racial inequality. By the interwar years, 
they generally accepted the notion that racial differentiation was lim-
ited to physical characteristics. Following prominent social scientists 
like Franz Boas, they believed that variations between racial and ethnic 
groups were cultural rather than biological.20 Thus, white liberals pro-
moted what Murphy called “tolerance and good temper” in response 
to the “races question.” They argued that governments should function 
in a race-neutral manner  and   that racial difference should not matter 
in the administration of justice or state resources. But they rejected the 
idea that racism was lodged in social, political, or economic structures 
and shied away from state policies designed to reduce racial stratifica-
tion. Racist practices, they claimed, were neither rooted in the produc-
tive economy, nor did they benefit whites as a group. It was individual 
hearts, rather than municipal institutions, that needed to be changed. 
City residents should try their best to get along with each other across 
racial and ethnic lines.21 Despite these professions, Detroit’s north-
ern liberal leaders were more likely to accept the racial hierarchies of 
Detroit’s workplaces, neighborhoods, sites of leisure, public institutions, 
and private settings than to challenge segregation or the unequal distri-
bution of resources that ran through the city’s schools, housing stock, 
political institutions, and job market.
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White northern liberals embraced a model of racial equality in the 
interwar years that presumed equality of opportunity, but it was neither 
politically nor economically redistributive. White liberals believed that 
society and the marketplace were imperfect institutions that needed to 
be regulated. However, they did not imagine that political power or 
economic resources should be fundamentally reallocated, or that the 
capitalist system that created these inequalities should be overturned 
or significantly challenged. Instead, northern urban liberals embraced 
a modern form of regulatory liberalism, inviting the affluent and privi-
leged to share their expertise with those social actors who had failed, 
as yet, to achieve economic success. Their early twentieth-century lib-
eralism was tied to the growing power of corporate capitalism. They 
saw themselves as defenders of just and fair municipal systems at the 
same time that they believed that the economic dominance of corpo-
rations was a public good that produced and spread wealth. Detroit’s 
liberals reconciled this contradiction by casting the capitalist asymme-
tries of power and limits to democracy as natural. Their tolerance and 
even support for the structures upon which economic inequalities were 
built allowed for and encouraged their acceptance of racial inequality 
and their sense that it was natural.22 Ultimately, Detroit’s white politi-
cal leaders helped protect existing racial hierarchies without boldly 
denigrating African Americans. In other words, they contributed to 
the production of a system whose discourse was racially neutral, but 
whose effect was to protect segregation and ensure African Ameri-
can inequality.

African American Political Engagement

Managing Inequality uses a political economic approach to demonstrate 
that the changing position of African Americans in the labor force in 
the urban North during the First Great Migration was a crucial moment 
of racial formation out of which northern racial liberalism emerged. It 
examines how black civil rights liberalism and urban policy informed 
each other by placing an analysis of black political engagement into 
close dialogue with white city residents’ changing ideas about race and 
African Americans.
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During the interwar years, as Detroit’s black population grew, Afri-
can Americans fought to build an ideal city within which they could 
sustain full access to space and resources, as well as occupational, social, 
cultural, and economic equality. They imagined a future where black-
ness would not limit their opportunities. This ideal —  an urban terrain, 
within which racial discrimination, segregation, and animosity would 
be eradicated —  provided black Detroiters with a vision toward which 
they could work together in spite of class and ideological differences. 
Between the beginning of the First Great Migration and the end of the 
1930s, African Americans’ ideas about how to best work toward a more 
just world changed. Early in this period, the most prominent politi-
cal tactics for addressing this goal were black leaders’ appeals to white 
paternalism for jobs and aid. By the end, the most high-profile black 
activists were building more mass-based organizations and appealing 
to white leaders’ sense of justice about the enormous gaps between 
liberal promises —  that all urban residents were equal —  and the reali-
ties of living in Detroit. African American activists, across a range of 
political orientations, used civil rights liberalism as a strategy to push 
for more robust access to full local citizenship. They fought to expose 
the gap between the promises of northern racial liberal ideology and 
the realities of black urban experiences. Because these activists were 
most involved in negotiations with white leaders about the meanings 
of racial equality in the interwar years, this study focuses on their work 
rather than offering a comprehensive look at black urban life.23

Even though activists’ victories were partial, and sometimes frustrat-
ingly small, the demands that black residents placed on white leaders 
and the state shaped the resources they received, shaped the mean-
ings of race in the city, and helped push questions about racial justice 
into the political sphere. Furthermore, African Americans accepted all 
of the concessions that they won, but they never agreed to settle for 
second- class citizenship in exchange for resources. Rather than induc-
ing complacency, partial victories inspired activists with a range of 
political commitments to continue fighting for full access to material 
goods as well as equality and citizenship. This second goal remained 
important, even when resources were difficult to win.

Black activists pushed liberals toward a facial commitment to racial 
equality in the interwar years and thereby helped shape the meanings 
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of urban liberalism. Indeed, white northern liberals borrowed language 
about formal racial equality from black activists and scholars. They 
embraced the notion that in an ideal society, race would become politi-
cally irrelevant. However, they did not include black activists’ commit-
ment to disrupting the balance of power between white “haves” and 
black “have-nots.” Instead, they developed strategies to manage and 
contain African Americans’ demands for equal access to city resources. 
They helped support rather than overturn black political and economic 
subordination. The discourse that African Americans used as a rallying 
call for freedom and a critique of structural discrimination was taken 
up by some white racial liberals to obscure the existence of racism and 
segregation and justify their continuation. Struggles over public as well 
as private housing, residential geography, leisure, segregation, work, 
welfare, and political representation were all venues within which these 
questions were debated and within which ideas about race and racial 
difference were formulated.

In spite of its severe limitations, the growing popularity of northern 
racial liberalism among white city leaders had important consequences 
for black activism. White liberal leaders’ embrace of the languages of 
racial equality and neutrality helped foster an emerging civil rights com-
munity.24 Beginning in the 1920s, black activists used these promises to 
expose the gap between the ideology of northern racial liberalism and 
the realities that black Detroiters faced. This new generation of activists 
was less concerned about alienating white leaders than their predeces-
sors had been, more closely aligned with labor activists and unions in 
the city, and more interested in using black electoral strength to dis-
rupt the balance of power between whites and blacks. Many of them 
sustained a fundamental faith that change within the system was both 
possible and desirable, even if that change needed to be quite dramatic.

The Origins of Colorblind Racism and the 
Myth of Regional Exceptionalism

This study illustrates that, since the beginning of twentieth century, 
architects of modern urban governance promoted the language of race 
neutrality at the same time that they built racially unequal urban geog-
raphies. It shows that the bureaucratic, legalistic, institutional mode of 
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governance that characterized early twentieth-century cities had as its 
conceit that the state’s project was to make urban life possible by man-
aging residents’ conflicting needs, preventing gross abuses of power, 
and functioning as if each legitimate resident was equal, regardless of 
her identity. This ideal helped mask the state’s other goal, which was to 
conform the city to the needs of corporate capitalism and the rule of 
law, each of which was built on clear hierarchies —  including racial hier-
archies —  between different kinds of city residents.25

Urban historians interested in the historical origins of colorblind 
discourse, such as David Freund, Thomas Sugrue, and Daniel Marti-
nez HoSang, tend to focus on the post –  World War II world when they 
explore the production of these modern ideas about race, consider the 
historical antecedents of today’s racial geographies, and examine color-
blind practices.26 This choice implies that racial hierarchies came to 
shape the urban North from the start of the Second Great Migration 
in the 1940s. This study, conversely, shows that prewar northern white 
leaders helped produce seemingly nonracial narratives about clearly 
racial projects, including residential and occupational segregation and 
the unequal distribution of public and private resources. It thus illus-
trates that modern urban governance, from its inception, extended 
the racial and economic hierarchies that already shaped modern cit-
ies. It shows that African Americans moving into postwar northern 
cities confronted a complex racial system, rooted in the contradictions 
of northern racial liberalism, which preceded their arrival.27 Some 
scholars who are critical of liberals’ use of colorblind discourse in the 
postwar world leave unexamined northern white leaders’ representa-
tions of themselves in the prewar period as architects of urban systems 
designed to promote some forms of racial equality. This lack of inter-
est in the complexity of prewar racial systems helps reproduce the idea 
that the modern urban state was race neutral at its inception and then 
corrupted by backlash against the high volume of black migrants who 
arrived during and after the Second World War.28

This study also challenges the notion that contemporary racism is an 
outdated legacy of southern slavery. It illustrates instead that the ori-
gins of colorblind racist discourse are northern, urban, and modern. 
It thus fits within a growing literature that debunks the myth of north-
ern racial exceptionalism —  the misplaced belief that white supremacy 
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and racism structured institutions and social relations in the American 
South but not the North. This idea, that the South is uniquely racist and 
conservative, has distorted Americans’ historical imagination and lim-
ited their ability to understand racial politics. It has thus obscured the 
link between racism and contemporaneous regional systems of political 
and economic power.29 This study illustrates that northern racial liber-
als rejected the idea that discrimination was embedded in the fabric of 
modern economic, political, and social institutions in the North before 
the Second World War began. They identified the North as a place 
where modern forms of racial democracy could be and were being 
practiced, in contrast to the backward and violent application of segre-
gation in the Jim Crow South, even when, as in the case of Herbert Rus-
sell, they sympathized with white southerners’ approach.30 They used 
this regional comparison to justify their racial practices and to under-
mine black claims to equality. This study demonstrates that northern 
racial liberals promoted the idea that racism was illogical, backward, 
and southern since the beginning of the twentieth century. It illustrates 
that white northern elites and political leaders constructed a regional 
identity rooted in the belief that their flexible racial system was both 
distinct from and superior to southern practices before mass suburban-
ization, the Cold War, or the mainstream southern civil rights move-
ment got under way.

A corollary to the myth of northern racial exceptionalism is the idea 
that southern legislators pushed racism into northern states by insist-
ing that New Deal policies include racial stratification. Jill Quadagno 
has argued that southern Democrats used their disproportionate power 
in Congress during the 1930s to ensure that seemingly race-blind fed-
eral programs would have racially unequal effects. Scholars such as Ira 
Katznelson and Robert Lieberman, interested in how the New Deal 
helped extend racial inequalities, have accepted Quadagno’s claim.31 
Historian Mary Poole, however, has demonstrated that this claim is 
empirically incorrect. She shows that white policy makers from Wis-
consin, the architects of the Social Security Act, spearheaded and sub-
sequently insisted upon the exclusion of black workers from social 
insurance coverage because they wanted to protect “the political and 
economic value of whiteness.”32 Managing Inequality takes on this idea 
from another angle. By examining the local germination and urban 
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origins of northern white liberals’ participation in the building of a 
racially inegalitarian state, it shows how the progenitors of New Deal 
inequality got their start at the local level. It helps expose how white 
liberals’ representations of themselves as hindered by southerners’ and 
conservatives’ racism, rather than their own prejudices and ideologies, 
masked a lack of political will.

Finally, understanding race-blind language as a primarily postwar 
project leaves intact one of its central myths —  the myth of racial prog-
ress. This myth is the popular cultural idea that racism is becoming less 
potent as we move further away from slavery, that “race relations” are 
improving, and that the nation is moving toward more, not less, racial 
equality. It flattens our understanding of past unequal racial systems, 
suggesting that past racisms were consistently overt, uncontested, and 
accepted by whites without ambivalence. Indeed, contemporary propo-
nents of colorblindness, from its theorists to white defenders of segre-
gation who used market-based language to explain their decision mak-
ing, implicitly cast themselves in opposition to a more racist and less 
enlightened prewar period. Understanding that expressions of racism 
before the civil rights movement took more subtle forms than contem-
porary critics would have us believe illustrates that racial systems have, 
like northern racial liberalism and colorblind racism, always been laden 
with contradictions.33 Indeed, this study helps debunk the idea that rac-
ism used to be obvious and straightforward, not the slippery, confus-
ing, coded, and elusive animal that it has become today. Furthermore, 
it illustrates that different systems of racial inequality and disfranchise-
ment are born out of different economic needs and political realities 
and thus require different ideological frames.

Rethinking Urban Liberalism and Urban Conservatism

Scholars of racial formation in postwar northern cities, such as Arnold 
Hirsh, June Manning Thomas, and Robert Self, have shown that local 
governments and business elites used aggressive measures to imple-
ment segregation, excluding African Americans from downtown and 
all-white residential areas since at least the 1940s.34 Historians have also 
demonstrated that working- and middle-class white residents, espe-
cially homeowners, fought to hold onto racial privilege in their work-
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places and residential exclusivity in their neighborhoods. These white 
women and men came to equate liberalism with blind allegiance to 
racial equality and indifference to whites’ concerns. As Thomas Sugrue 
illustrates, economically stable white Detroit homeowners “defended” 
their neighborhoods against black homebuyers and through these 
struggles came to ally themselves with the city’s conservatives and 
Republicans, rejecting the interracial vision and political priorities of 
their unions.35 Republican leaders successfully capitalized on these 
racial divisions as they built political power in northern metropolitan 
areas, especially majority-white suburbs.36

Managing Inequality challenges the clarity of the political divide these 
scholars describe. It shows that metropolitan segregation was not the 
exclusive province of political conservatives. Liberals were ambivalent 
defenders of racial integration, and clear lines did not exist between the 
actions and attitudes of racists and the intentions of northern liberals. 
Overly clear political distinctions obfuscate rather than clarify our un-
derstanding of northern racial geographies. Conservatives cast liberals 
as dyed-in-the-wool defenders of racial equality, radical integrationists, 
and promoters of mongrelization in order to undermine their oppo-
nents’ popularity and promote their own agendas. This representation, 
while politically effective, was grossly inaccurate. White liberals often 
consciously rejected models for instituting racial equality that they 
believed would redistribute resources away from whites. They also up-
held segregation as part of their gradualist vision for change —  African 
Americans, they suggested, were not ready for integration. Integration-
ist and inclusive models, developed by African American thinkers, 
were available to white liberals and policy makers who often worked 
in coalition with African Americans and even belonged to moderate 
civil rights organizations like the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People. But white liberals publicly rejected ideas as 
politically implausible that they privately deemed undesirable. Looking 
closely at liberals’ practices rather than focusing on their policies and 
pronouncements helps expose these dynamics.

Studies of grassroots mobilizations against integration have implic-
itly cast white workers as the upholders of segregation and let the local 
liberal state officials off the hook for promulgating racial inequality. 
White working-class Detroiters, these studies show, fought openly to 
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exclude African Americans from their neighborhoods and institutions, 
joining conservative political coalitions to protect their whiteness and 
their interests. Municipal administrators and liberal as well as conser-
vative elected officials, however, oversaw the organization and devel-
opment of urban geography on the scale of the city itself. While their 
political commitments ranged across the mainstream spectrum, their 
ideas about how and whether to integrate the growing African Ameri-
can population into the fabric of daily life were remarkably consistent: 
almost all of them believed that segregation helped secure interracial 
urban peace. Conservatives used racist language to explain their com-
mitments. Liberals, conversely, promoted racial tolerance but simul-
taneously embraced the language of gradualism. They argued that the 
city’s white population was not ready for integration. They suggested 
that African Americans needed to evolve culturally, socially, and politi-
cally in order to take on full citizenship and become integrated into the 
life of the city. And they asserted that black migrants needed state assis-
tance and self-help to accustom themselves to the practices of the mod-
ern city, and equality would flow from there. This language of gradual-
ism, tolerance, and peace developed into the northern explanation for 
segregation as a necessary tool for managing un-conflicted interracial 
urban spaces. It was developed by liberals but became commonsense 
knowledge about the urban north.

Why Detroit?

Detroit occupies an important place in the political imagination of 
the United States as an extreme example of the fortunes and failures 
of northern industrial cities.37 This portrait has always had a racial 
cast. When the city was largely white, its working class was celebrated 
for its affluence; now that Detroit is majority-black, its population is 
maligned for its impoverishment. In the 1910s, when this story starts, 
Detroit boasted an extremely powerful and well-organized class of 
industrialists and property owners. This elite, almost all of whom were 
connected to automobile manufacturing, ran what many have identi-
fied as the world’s largest antiunion “open shop” town. Because Detroit 
was dominated by a single industry, its corporate elite were remarkably 
unified. Their economic and political visions overlapped more con-
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sistently than the interests of other large cities’ diverse merchant and 
industrial classes would allow. The local bourgeoisie were thus compar-
atively successful in both shaping and sustaining control over Detroit’s 
political agenda. They aligned themselves with progressive reform, an 
ideological and political program that complemented their dedication 
to robust antiunion welfare capitalism. Detroit’s ethnic working-class 
political institutions, both unions and party machines, remained rela-
tively weak in the face of this corporate unity. Furthermore, the north-
ern industrial labor regime relied on the illusion that all workers, even 
black workers, were essentially free agents. Overt southern segrega-
tion, as the clear legacy of slavery in the eyes of Americans, was a poor 
fit in the urban North because it undermined the underpinnings of 
free labor ideology.

Detroit is also famous for becoming the heart of the industrial union 
movement in the 1930s, which proclaimed its commitment to inter-
racial organizing. Furthermore, Detroit produced a number of promi-
nent white and black liberal leaders, many of whom went on to become 
important national figures. Frank Murphy, for example, served as the 
mayor of Detroit in the early 1930s, accepted an appointment from 
Franklin D. Roosevelt to be the governor-general of the Philippines 
in the middle of the decade, became the governor of Michigan in the 
late 1930s, went on to serve as attorney general under FDR, and finally 
was appointed to the U.S. Supreme Court. Murphy was perhaps most 
famous for his dissent in the Korematsu case, where he harshly criti-
cized the majority for upholding Japanese internment during the Sec-
ond World War, arguing that internment was based on “disinformation” 
and “racial and economic prejudices” and “falls into the ugly abyss of 
racism.”38 This decision reflected the ideological commitment to racial 
equality Murphy had sustained for decades. Murphy sincerely criticized 
the racially unequal status quo, even though he had neither devised nor 
implemented state policies to undermine it. He thus represents the cen-
tral paradox of northern racial liberalism —  his strident ethical rejection 
of explicitly racist practices coexisted alongside his role as an upholder 
of elements of racial stratification. African Americans active in Detroit’s 
struggles for racial equality also moved on to national prominence. 
Gloster Current, for example, a leader of Detroit’s youth branch of the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, went 
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on to become the director of branches for the national organization in 
1946, a position he held for decades.39

If Detroit’s destiny represents the fate of northern industrial cities, 
those cities have come to represent the fate of liberalism itself. In the 
popular historical imagination, the postwar growth of American cities 
overlapped with an era of liberal ascendancy. Liberalism prospered, this 
narrative goes, as these cities prospered. As these cities lost jobs, were 
abandoned by their white, prosperous, and middle-class populations, 
and turned into majority-black enclaves, political power shifted to the 
ever-expanding, lily-white, and conservative suburbs. In this popular 
story, the destruction of the New Deal liberal alliance was a product of 
racial tensions that emerged in the 1960s and the limits of liberal social 
welfare for addressing cultural and structural divides. This popular nar-
rative is seductive in its simplicity.40

In reality, black and white city residents and politicians fought over 
how to understand racial difference and define its political conse-
quences in the urban North between 1916 and 1940. Struggles between 
African American and white residents over access to resources and over 
the relationship between race and citizenship had been shaping north-
ern cities since well before the Second World War. By 1940, race and 
racial conflict were already central components of northern, urban, 
social and political culture.41

This study is arranged both chronologically and thematically. The 
first three chapters focus on the years between the beginning of the First 
Great Migration and the end of the 1920s. They show how struggles over 
African American access to local resources framed public discussions 
about identity, entitlement, and city politics among both white and 
black residents in diverse class settings. They examine the increasing 
assertiveness of black protest alongside the emergence of the discourse 
and practice of northern racial liberalism. These chapters demonstrate 
that colorblind political language came to be adopted and used by poli-
ticians and activists who sustained a broad range of ideas about black 
equality, segregation, and racial stratification. Finally, these chapters 
explore the evolution and ascendancy of the seemingly neutral but ulti-
mately racially differential assumptions of northern racial liberalism.

The four remaining chapters consider how these dynamics helped 
shape politics in Depression-era Detroit and how they helped define 
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the local management of New Deal programs. These chapters explore 
how discourses about welfare, dependency, and state resources, pro-
duced by local government officials, as well as by members of the city’s 
white and black elite, helped shape ideas about citizenship in Detroit 
and helped link those ideas to race. Two figures emerged out of this 
debate: the “freeloader,” understood to be black, who was stuck in a 
state of chronic dependence, and the “taxpayer,” understood to be 
white, who represented the entitled and deserving recipient of city 
resources. Indeed, northern racial liberals contributed to the evolution 
of a popular discourse that linked African Americans to indigence and 
transience, and whites to full, taxpaying citizenship. Among African 
Americans, the Great Depression contributed to a shift in the reigning 
political discourse that was already under way —  from a voluntarist pol-
itics of patronage and uplift to a more confrontational politics informed 
by liberalism. These dynamics developed along similar lines in the city’s 
labor unions, where white and black activists adopted interracial orga-
nizing as a strategy to mobilize power. Finally, northern racial liberal 
supporters of New Deal housing programs connected urban “improve-
ment” to the removal of African Americans from the city’s downtown 
district. White liberals attempted to build a New Deal city and a New 
Deal coalition that included blacks as recipients of resources, but in 
actuality, their plans created perpetually second-class citizens. Mean-
while, black leaders and most black residents embraced the federal gov-
ernment’s claim that “better housing makes better citizens” and fought 
for full access to both of these promises.

This study historicizes current debates about the persistence of racial 
inequality and white privilege in contemporary America. In other 
words, it uses a historical lens to examine a contemporary paradox: if 
explicit expressions of racism are no longer acceptable within the pub-
lic sphere, and if civil rights legislation prevents conscious acts of dis-
crimination, then why have racial stratification and segregation proved 
so durable? As African Americans struggling for social, economic, 
and political equality in Detroit during the interwar years made clear, 
liberal promises that racial equality would emerge as a result of good 
intentions were insufficient. Ultimately, white liberal leaders failed to 
remedy or even significantly tackle the problems that their new ideol-
ogy was ostensibly designed to address.
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African American Migration and the Emerging 
Discourse of Northern Racial Liberalism

In May 1918, Detroit police officers began to stop African American 
travelers arriving at the Michigan Central Railroad station to inspect 
their bodies for smallpox vaccination scars. If no scars were found, the 
new arrivals were lined up, taken into a common room, and required 
to submit to a vaccination shot. The Board of Health had instituted 
these shots to prevent an epidemic but targeted only African Ameri-
can travelers as carriers of disease.1 White male police officers inspected 
black migrants in a room “where both sexes [were] present” and in a 
manner that intimidated and humiliated them. One woman protested 
that despite her objections, “the upper part of her body was exposed 
in an embarrassing manner with men present.” The vaccination pro-
gram thus relayed a strong symbolic message: black newcomers should 
expect city officials and institutions in Detroit to treat them with suspi-
cion. At the same time, the Board of Health did not disrupt the flow of 
African American travelers into the city; black migrants were crucial 
to the local labor market from the beginning of the First World War 
through the 1920s. Some of the new arrivals were detained for a few 
hours, but none was turned away.2 The vaccination program promoted 
race-based distinctions between white and black migrants that shaped 
the social, political, economic, and occupational terrains of Detroit.

Public health workers found as many cases of smallpox among 
whites in Detroit as they did among blacks, but they did not target 
white migrants as carriers of disease. Indeed, the Board of Health’s belief 
that black migrants were likely carriers and its simultaneous disinter-
est in white travelers illustrate that it understood public health concerns 
through a racial lens. The smallpox vaccination program reflected white 
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leaders’ more general worry that the presence of black migrants in 
Detroit posed a threat to the city’s social, political, and economic order. 
Rather than casting all African Americans as inherently inferior because 
they were black, northern white leaders targeted black migrants as car-
riers of pathogens. This move was both racially specific (directed only 
toward black migrants) and racially ambiguous (ostensibly directed 
at them because of their potential for illness rather than their race 
itself). This approach to black newcomers was a central lexicon for how 
northern racialization would work in Detroit and other northern cit-
ies. Concern about black migrants’ potential to threaten public health 
was a double-edged sword, since it brought some resources to African 
Americans at the same time that it helped vilify them. For example, 
beginning in 1917, the board worked with the Detroit Urban League 
(DUL), a social service agency for African Americans, to improve sani-
tation among blacks to prevent the spread of smallpox. The board paid 
for DUL social workers to visit recent migrants, give them advice about 
diet and clothing, and encourage them to be vaccinated.3

During the First Great Migration, Detroit’s white leaders increasingly 
and self-consciously defined the city against popular conceptions of 
the American South, characterizing their racial practices as more flex-
ible and less harsh than the systemic racism and vigilante violence so 
prevalent in the South. However, the treatment of black migrants at the 
train station reveals a deep gap between the idea that race would play a 
negligible role in shaping Detroit’s economic and political geographies, 
and the reality of the racially disparate treatment and deeply unequal 
conditions of northern life. It contradicted the implicit northern prom-
ise that blackness would be an insignificant barrier to full urban equal-
ity, especially compared with the South. Indeed, it confirmed for Afri-
can American travelers that racially based differentiation, exclusion, 
and discrimination would shape their lives in the urban North as well. 
The quality of the racial systems in these two regions would be dif-
ferent, as would white explanations for the persistence of deep racial 
inequalities, yet racial inequality would play a central role in shaping 
Detroit’s economic, social, and political terrains. Ultimately, the prom-
ise that the North would be the land of racial freedom reflected the 
ideology of northern racial liberalism rather than the reality of life in 
the region.
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Detroit’s white leaders overplayed the differences between their 
racial practices and those of southerners’, but their interest in confirm-
ing that their regional system was fairer meant that they did accom-
modate some black challenges to inequality. They made these conces-
sions on their own terms, however, without acknowledging that racism 
in the North was systemic and without disclosing that their decisions 
were effected by black protest. For example, white leaders initially 
ignored African American migrants’ complaints about the vaccination 
program and about police officers’ invasive behavior at the train sta-
tion. However, after a committee of middle-class black leaders from the 
local branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored People (NAACP) approached the city’s commissioner of health, 
Dr. James Inches, the vaccination program was terminated. Inches 
did not acknowledge that this meeting affected his decision. Instead, 
he claimed the program was ending because it was ineffective, thereby 
avoiding responsibility for having implemented a racially discrimina-
tory policy. By not mentioning race, or recognizing that it had played 
a role in the vaccination program, Inches cast himself and his depart-
ment as immune from prejudice.4

Ultimately, the formation of northern racial liberalism and of black 
responses to this new racial ideology was the product of a number of 
contemporaneous changes in Detroit and the nation. First, it emerged 
alongside the beginning of the First Great Migration of African Ameri-
cans from the South to the urban North, a demographic shift tied to 
black workers’ new role in the local labor market. Second, it devel-
oped as migration reshaped the city’s housing market and racial geog-
raphy during which struggles over racial boundaries became more 
pronounced. Third, it coincided with a significant change in the city’s 
white leadership and in the municipal government more broadly, 
characterized by the growing power and popularity of urban reform. 
Urban reformers provided a language for explaining stratification and 
developed institutions for managing urban populations that white lead-
ers then used, both ideologically and practically, to handle the influx 
of black newcomers. Finally, northern racial liberalism emerged as 
a response to an increasingly vocal and politically organized African 
American minority that was actively debating the meanings of full 
racial justice and challenging the racial hierarchies of the North. In 
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order to comprehend the city’s treatment of African American people 
at the train station, it is important to consider several intertwined his-
torical developments: migration, racially based labor market segmenta-
tion, urban reform, and black political activism. Developments in each 
of these crucial areas set the stage for white leaders’ political engage-
ment with African Americans and contributed to new ideas about race 
in Detroit and the urban North more generally.

The Political Tradition of Race Neutrality

The posture that characterized northern racial liberalism —  a discourse 
of race neutrality, an ambivalent stance against racial violence, and a 
belief that African American equality would emerge gradually as black 
people progressed and assimilated middle-class norms —  evolved out 
of existing political discourses and practices. Michigan’s mainstream 
white political leaders had passed laws banning racial discrimina-
tion and mandating integration well before the beginning of the First 
Great Migration. Indeed, the state had been a haven for fugitive slaves 
through the antebellum era and was more welcoming of African Amer-
icans than its neighbors into the late nineteenth century. The Republi-
can-dominated state legislature passed a handful of laws during Recon-
struction, the two decades immediately following the Civil War, that 
integrated the state’s public schools, overturned prohibitions on inter-
racial marriage, and banned discrimination in the administration of life 
insurance, the selection of juries, and public places of accommodation, 
recreation, and amusement. These laws illustrate that the majority of 
Michigan’s Republican lawmakers believed in and supported the idea of 
legal racial egalitarianism in the 1860s, 1870s, and into the 1880s.5

Michigan’s Republicans supported race-neutral laws and antidis-
crimination statutes because these positions stood in line with their 
political economic vision. Founded to oppose the expansion of slavery, 
encourage industrial development, and foster the “free market,” Michi-
gan’s Republican Party stood for free labor ideology, the antebellum no-
tion that white workers’ economic independence was the foundation 
for republicanism and civic virtue, both of which were fatally encum-
bered by slavery.6 This ideal —  that white workers should be able to sell 
their labor freely —  did not preclude virulent racism against African 
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Americans. However, for white northerners, support for race-neutral 
laws helped amplify the distinctions they drew between their legal sys-
tem, which promoted the free market, and the racially hierarchical legal 
system upon which slavery was built. After the Civil War, Republicans 
continued to support legal race neutrality, position themselves against 
the brutal racism of the South, and distance their racial practices from 
white southerners’ efforts to sustain control over populations of former 
slaves. New laws marked a decisive rejection of efforts to legally exclude 
African Americans from public spaces and institutions and provided 
avenues for challenging race-based exclusion. However, Republicans’ 
commitment to legal race neutrality should not be mistaken for an 
effort to integrate Michigan’s small African American population into 
the state on an equal footing with whites. Few Michigan Republicans 
expressed an interest in altering the material effects of existing race-
based structural inequalities. The new laws remained difficult to en-
force and included few consequences for the businesses or individuals 
who broke them.

Despite their support for the legal theory of race neutrality, white 
Republicans only occasionally achieved substantive victories for black 
equality. Detroit and Wayne County were both majority Democrat 
during and after the Civil War. Democratic city and county leaders 
rarely prosecuted violators of the Republican-sponsored state laws and 
frequently resisted those laws’ mandates. The city’s school board, for 
example, refused to implement the 1867 statute calling for school inte-
gration and supported white teachers who turned black students away 
from their classes. Joseph Workman, whose son had been excluded 
from a nearby school, took the case to court with support from the 
African American Second Baptist Church and the financial backing of 
John Bagley, a white Republican financier and tobacco manufacturer 
who later became Michigan’s governor. In 1869, the state supreme court 
overruled the city’s school board, mandating integration.7 In the 1870s 
and 1880s, a handful of well-connected African Americans won politi-
cal offices and appointments through the Republican Party machine of 
Michigan, but Republicans’ power in Detroit, home to the vast major-
ity of the state’s black residents, was limited. While African Americans 
won the struggle for school integration, they were unable to enforce 
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other newly passed laws against black exclusion. Like their twentieth-
century counterparts, few white Republicans moved beyond procla-
mations about their belief in equal protection under the law, fewer still 
mounted challenges to existing hierarchies, and many subscribed, self-
consciously or unself-consciously, to contemporary ideas about race 
that justified the inequalities their laws were aimed at undermining.8

By the 1890s, Detroit, like the rest of the state, had become a Repub-
lican stronghold, but by then, white Republicans had become even 
weaker political allies to African Americans. Former abolitionists and 
Civil War officers thinned out of the ranks of active white Republicans, 
and the party moved away from its Civil War identity. For example, the 
reform measures introduced by Hazen Pingree, Detroit’s Republican 
mayor through most of the 1890s, and Michigan’s governor through 
1900, undermined black access to public office. Civil service measures 
undercut patronage appointments, and direct primaries meant that 
political parties lost the power to unilaterally forward candidates to 
run in general elections. Reformers expressed no remorse about their 
new policies’ effects on African American political representation or 
access to public jobs, but they did use race-neutral language to dismiss 
black complaints —  claiming that their reforms were about efficiency 
and fairness, not race. By the beginning of the twentieth century, Afri-
can Americans were shut out of public office in Detroit, and civil rights 
legislation had fallen off the agendas of white leaders across the main-
stream political spectrum.9 While white politicians made no effort to 
overturn legal racial equality, Reconstruction-era laws remained on the 
books but provided scant protection to black Detroiters.

Between 1890 and the 1920s, northern whites expanded their own 
segregationist practices while quietly watching the institutionalization 
of legalized Jim Crow and vigilante violence in the American South.10 
Beginning in the mid-1890s, white employers began to replace black 
workers with white men and women in some of the most visible ser-
vice jobs in the city. African Americans lost positions as barbers, coach-
men, butlers, and maids in both private homes and hotels that had 
previously employed many of the most well-off blacks. In response, a 
group of black community leaders formed a committee to place Afri-
can Americans in industrial jobs. While the organization successfully 
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pressured the Detroit Street Railway to hire a number of black motor-
men, African Americans continued to be largely excluded from indus-
trial employment.11

The Springfield Riots

Mainstream white city leaders continued to position themselves against 
explicit expressions of racist violence in the first decade of the twentieth 
century, even as African Americans faced increased residential segrega-
tion, growing exclusion from jobs over which they once held practical 
monopolies, and decreasing access to public employment. The Detroit 
News’s coverage of the Springfield, Illinois, race riots of 1908, the event 
that precipitated the organization of the NAACP, reflected a practical 
consensus among the city’s white leaders about the need to reject vio-
lence against African Americans as unacceptable because of the urban 
disorder it caused. The newspaper lauded the Illinois governor, C.  S. 
Deneen, for calling out the National Guard and declaring the violence 
“intolerable” and “inexcusable.”12 The paper thus condemned the white 
rioters and positioned itself on the side of peace. However, its editors 
did not question the basic premise that white rioters used to explain 
their actions —  that black male violence against white women was at the 
root of the racist hysteria.

For the Detroit News, lynching was unacceptable because it was 
extralegal, and rioting was deplorable because it caused urban mayhem 
and hurt innocent bystanders, including African Americans. But, like 
the vast majority of white Americans, the paper was not willing to con-
sider either lynching or rioting as tools for enforcing systemic inequal-
ity, even though this analysis, generated by African American crusad-
ers against extralegal racial violence, was available and relatively well 
publicized. Instead, the News suggested that whites and blacks shared 
responsibility for the bloodshed, even though white rioters perpetrated 
nearly all of the attacks and directed their animosity almost exclu-
sively against African Americans and their allies. While News report-
ers deplored the racist rampage, they also shared white rioters’ concern 
that black male violence against white women was a chronic and dan-
gerous social problem.13 For example, alongside news of the Springfield 
riots, the News reported soberly that “great excitement prevaile[d] at 
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Pensacola,” Florida, because a black man accused of assaulting a white 
woman would almost certainly “be lynched and perhaps burned” that 
evening.14 Two other stories about black male violence against white 
women appeared farther up on the same page. One reported on a 
thwarted lynch mob in Virginia, and another covered the suicide of 
a black man accused of assaulting two white women. A third story 
reported that African American men who had fled from Springfield 
were “looking for trouble,” attempting to “arouse the people of their 
own race” to go back with them and fight.15 Taken together, these stories 
implicitly confirmed white rioters’ justification for their animosity, even 
while the newspaper explicitly condemned their extralegal behavior.

On the same page, the News ran a story announcing that a “Negro 
Minister,” the Reverend Henry W. Jameson, blamed the Springfield riots 
on the interracial association between the “undesirable of both classes 
mixing freely with each other.” Jameson expressed the same sentiment 
the newspaper communicated —  that violence against African Ameri-
cans was deplorable but understandable as a defense of racial purity, 
something that respectable African Americans could also defend. Pub-
lishing these sentiments voiced by a black reverend whom the paper 
identified as respectable and patriotic —  Jameson led an African Amer-
ican military regiment in Cuba during the Spanish-American War of 
1898 —  helped the paper legitimize its position against white and black 
violence without appearing to discriminate.16 The News’s coverage of the 
Springfield riots reflects white city elites’ interest in positioning them-
selves against extralegal racial violence but simultaneously confirming 
existing racial hierarchies.

Eight years later, white city officials’ responses to the film The Birth of 
a Nation in Detroit and elsewhere in Michigan reflected a similar prac-
tice of condemning racial prejudice for its potential to lead to disorder 
without simultaneously challenging existing urban racial hierarchies. 
The Birth of a Nation opened in cities across the country in Febru-
ary 1915 to widespread acclaim and popularity. That month, President 
Woodrow Wilson screened it in the White House, applauding the film 
for what he saw as its accurate rendering of black political and sexual 
aggression toward innocent white southerners during Reconstruction, 
and the Ku Klux Klan’s heroic defense of order and white womanhood. 
The movie was wildly successful in New York, where men on horses 
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dressed in Klan regalia and road through the streets of Times Square 
as part of the opening spectacle. The Birth of a Nation, which showed 
to large crowds across the country, helped spark the Klan’s reemer-
gence.17 Even before the film was finished, the NAACP organized pro-
tests aimed at banning it across the country. In Boston, in April, clashes 
between more than 500 black protesters and hundreds of white movie-
goers escalated into a riot. After the riots in Boston and a series of other 
racial clashes that followed screenings of the film, the NAACP won vic-
tories in some cities, including Denver, Minneapolis, Pittsburgh, and St. 
Louis, where local officials banned it.18

Although the national NAACP had been vocal about its opposi-
tion to The Birth of a Nation, Detroit’s NAACP failed to organize a vis-
ible response to its local premiere.19 However, a significant number of 
white city leaders expressed concerns about the racial violence the film 
had spurred elsewhere. Together, they pushed Detroit’s mayor, Oscar 
Marx, to restrict its showing and edit its content. The mayor called for 
the “eliminat[ion of] specially objectionable features” that were “calcu-
lated to arouse racial prejudice” and might “stir up racial feelings,” and 
he forbade the movie’s “performance to children.”20 Editors of the city’s 
daily papers applauded these actions, as did Michigan’s governor, who 
lamented his inability to ban the film statewide.21

From across the political spectrum, Detroit’s white political leaders 
expressed their support for banning The Birth of a Nation. Woodbridge 
Ferris, who had campaigned heavily for Democrat Woodrow Wilson, 
expressed sentiments similar to those of Oscar Marx, an active Republi-
can. White leaders in Detroit and other cities in Michigan who wanted 
to ban the film agreed with the national NAACP’s argument that its 
screening threatened public safety by inciting racial violence. However, 
they were not invested in protecting African Americans from the dis-
crimination that they faced in Detroit, or in undermining segregation 
in local workplaces, neighborhoods, or public facilities. Rather, they 
wanted to keep an orderly city that was not threatened by racially moti-
vated clashes.

Between the 1890s and the First Great Migration, Michigan’s white 
leaders made less effort to distinguish the racial dynamics of the North 
from southern racial practices than they had during Reconstruction. 
During this period of the African American “nadir,” rather than ampli-
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fying regional differences, whites pointed to the similarities between 
northern and southern racial attitudes. In an editorial about the Spring-
field riots, for example, the Detroit News suggested that race riots could 
happen anywhere given that “passionate explosions of public sentiment 
take place regardless of geographical location.”22 Mayor Marx and Gov-
ernor Ferris demonstrated a similar disinterest in marking The Birth of 
a Nation as a particularly southern expression of racial ideas or their 
opposition to it as particularly northern. Yet, once Detroit began to 
absorb large numbers of black migrants, regional differentiation came 
to animate white leaders’ sense of their commitment to race neutrality.

Migration

Between 1910 and 1920, Detroit’s population more than doubled, mov-
ing it from America’s ninth-largest to its fourth-largest city. Southern 
migrants, black and white, began to arrive in Detroit in unprecedented 
numbers in the fall of 1915; 85 percent of these migrants were white. 
The First World War brought new jobs into the already booming indus-
trial sector and simultaneously cut the flow of European immigration 
to a trickle. Boats full of immigrant workers could no longer cross the 
Atlantic Ocean during the hostilities, forestalling the influx of cheap 
labor upon which Detroit’s manufacturers had relied since the 1880s. 
African Americans, who had accounted for a little more than 3 percent 
of Detroit’s residents in 1860, represented only 1 percent by 1910, fewer 
than 6,000 residents. The First Great Migration reversed this trend.23 
In 1916 and 1917, approximately 25,000 African Americans —  mostly 
men traveling alone —  came to Detroit. Even in 1918, as wartime manu-
facturing wound down and migration decelerated, hundreds of black 
travelers continued to arrive in Detroit each week. Although African 
Americans represented a minority of arrivals, between 10 and 15 per-
cent any given week, Detroit’s black population saw the largest pro-
portional increase among the nation’s twenty biggest cities. By 1920, 
Detroit’s 40,000 African Americans represented more than 4 percent of 
the total population.24

In 1918, black migrants arrived at Detroit’s train station cautiously 
optimistic about racial equality in the urban North. Most would have 
heard stories about the city before they arrived from friends and 
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relatives who had already moved or read articles in black dailies like 
the Chicago Defender, which circulated among African Americans in 
the South and were famously read aloud among neighbors and friends. 
Most letters and newspapers compared life up north favorably to con-
ditions in the South, especially when it came to new kinds of racial 
freedoms. A letter from a black migrant to Philadelphia captured the 
excitement that many migrants relayed about their new lives. Writing 
to his former doctor, he reported his happiness at escaping the surveil-
lance and abuse of the South:

[I] don[’]t have to mister every little white boy [that] comes along[.] I 
havent heard a white man call a colored nigger you [k]no[w] now —  since 
I been in the state of Pa. I can ride in the electric street and steam cars 
any where I get a seat . . . and if you are first in a place here shop[p]ing 
you don[’]t have to wait until the white folks get thro[ugh] tradeing.25

These often upbeat accounts also captured their authors’ uncertainty 
about northern life and their frustrations with the limits of racial free-
dom. In the same letter, for example, the author suggested that he had 
to maintain his hyperawareness about social interactions across racial 
lines, explaining that he was “not crazy about being with white folks.” 
Ultimately, he implied, real equality was still out of reach for African 
Americans up North. “I don[’]t want to worry you[,] but read between 
lines.” Northern newspapers also presented a mixed picture of race 
relations in the region. While articles directed at migrants were often 
celebratory, newspapers also covered struggles to overcome discrimi-
nation and racial exclusion, illustrating the persistence of inequality in 
the North.26

Although black migration continued after World War I, its character 
shifted in 1918. That year, women and children constituted a far higher 
proportion of black migrants than during the three previous years of 
the First Great Migration. In 1920, many more black men than women 
lived in the city, with a ratio of 137 men to 100 women; by 1925, that 
ratio had fallen to 113 men for every 100 women. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that the ratio peaked in 1918 and evened out quickly in the 
early 1920s.27 Many of these new migrants moved to Detroit to join 
husbands, fathers, and brothers who had already made the trip. Other 
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women came independently, with or without children. The arrival in 
1918 of unprecedented numbers of black women and children meant 
that the destination itself took on new significance. Rather than merely 
a place of work where they would essentially live in exile, incoming 
African Americans saw Detroit as their new home.

This demographic shift concerned city leaders. Since the beginning 
of the First Great Migration, city leaders had made a point of discour-
aging single black migrants from imagining that Detroit would become 
their permanent residence, consistently treating migrants as temporary 
residents meant to fill wartime labor shortages. For example, white phi-
lanthropists involved in funding the Detroit Urban League discouraged 
migrants from sending for their families and refused to fund efforts 
to help migrants find housing, communicating that they did not want 
black workers to become permanent residents.28 For municipal officials, 
reunited families intending to settle in Detroit posed a more serious 
threat to the racial status quo than the single black men who had pre-
ceded them. Their decision to stay meant that the city was on its way to 
becoming interracial rather than simply multiethnic.

Labor Segmentation and the Material Foundations of 
Northern Racial Liberalism

The changing position of African Americans in the labor force during 
the First Great Migration was a crucial moment for both racial forma-
tion and the ideology of northern racial liberalism. Black men bene-
fited from their expanded access to wage labor in northern industries, 
opportunities that were most often out of reach for African Americans 
down south. Black women, the majority of whom worked in private 
homes, also made more money in northern cities. However, these mate-
rial gains, albeit extremely significant to African Americans’ compara-
tive quality of life, do not tell the whole story. African Americans’ access 
to more lucrative opportunities in the North was both inconsistent 
and unreliable. Black men entered into a fiercely segregated industrial 
labor market. Last to be hired and first to be fired, they became Detroit’s 
reserve labor force during the First World War. In other words, when 
jobs were plentiful, they had a relatively easy time accessing employ-
ment, but when production contracted, they were the first workers to 
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be laid off. Furthermore, they almost always were paid lower wages 
than their white coworkers and tended to work in segregated, more 
dangerous jobs, especially in larger plants.

Historians have demonstrated that before World War I the majority 
of northern whites understood racial stratification as a natural and just 
form of social organization based on the inherent moral, cultural, and 
biological superiority of whites and inferiority of blacks. This ideology 
of “scientific racism” was built on an evolutionary notion of race that 
cast Anglo-Saxon Protestants as the most evolved racial group, with 
other races arranged hierarchically below them.29 Forrester Washing-
ton, head of the Detroit Urban League between 1916 and 1918, argued 
that these ideas about race had had a profound impact on the policies 
embraced by Detroit’s white leaders since the nineteenth century.30 
However, during the First Great Migration, whites began to replace 
their explicitly racialized hierarchical language with the idea that Afri-
can Americans, as a population and not a race, were deeply disadvan-
taged because of the historical, social, and environmental challenges 
they faced. Thus, during the First Great Migration, white leaders began 
to devise a distinct language for talking about African Americans that 
rejected the idea that they were inherently biologically inferior to whites 
but continued to represent them as socially inferior. Whites suggested 
that African Americans, stunted by their deep disadvantage, should 
remain subordinate to whites and should be excluded from full munici-
pal citizenship.31

By 1920, the sheer size of the black population had changed Afri-
can Americans’ relationship to white city leaders and residents. Yet, the 
increase in population was not the only dynamic that affected black 
residents’ experiences in Detroit or shaped how race was understood. 
The reorganization of Detroit’s labor market and the role of African 
Americans within that market were catalysts for shifts in how white 
leaders approached African Americans and for changes in how African 
Americans fought for their rights. White leaders’ newfound adoption of 
the racially neutral ideologies of northern racial liberalism by the early 
1920s can be understood, in part, as a response to profound changes 
in the organization of industrial work. African Americans’ struggles to 
attain full local citizenship also changed in response to shifts in ideas 
about race. Two elements embedded in these shifts were particularly 
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important for the formation of northern racial liberalism. The first were 
new corporate strategies for dealing with labor and for organizing pro-
duction that had become increasingly popular before the First Great 
Migration. The second was black male workers’ new role at the visible 
bottom of the city’s industrial labor market. Together, these changes 
contributed to the development of a self-consciously northern sensibil-
ity about race and racial difference among white leaders who began to 
distinguish their ideas from those of their southern counterparts.

In order to attract a large enough workforce, industrialists supported 
black migration and its promise of racial freedom at the same time that 
they continued to use segregation as a tool to organize factory produc-
tion, undermine workers’ power, and garner consent during the First 
World War and into the 1920s. Detroit’s industrialists employed labor 
agents, who traveled into the American South to recruit black workers, 
promising them higher pay as well as the wages of racial freedom. They 
suggested that part of black migrants’ remuneration would be access to 
new forms of equality. This promised equality, however, was not as con-
sistent or clear-cut as recruiters suggested, even in the plants.

As Detroit’s industrial sector expanded dramatically between 1880 
and the beginning of the First World War, industrialists developed 
strategies for managing the huge influx of European immigrant work-
ers that were designed to keep costs down, control workers’ power over 
production, and minimize their ability to organize unions. In the 1880s, 
industry in the city was both diverse and comparatively small-scale. 
Less than 5 percent of the city’s 900 manufacturing firms employed 
more than 100 workers, and Detroit had fewer than 120,000 residents. 
Although it had some light industry —  cigar making, lumber, copper 
smelting —  its economy depended primarily on commerce and trade. 
By 1920, however, Detroit had become the nation’s fourth-largest city, 
with almost 1 million residents and the third-largest manufacturing 
sector in the country. It was the capital of the American automobile 
industry, housing the headquarters of most domestic car companies, as 
well as large numbers of parts and assembly plants. As the scale of pro-
duction grew, fewer small firms were able to sustain viable businesses. 
Furthermore, the number of industrial owners shrank, and a relatively 
new managerial class emerged.32 By the beginning of the war produc-
tion boom that sparked the First Great Migration, large corporations, 
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with extensive bureaucracies developed in response to the new scale of 
production, dominated Detroit’s economy.

As factories grew larger and more bureaucratic, managers experi-
mented with tactics for disciplining workers that were aimed at reduc-
ing the social importance of ethnic affiliations. Managers empha-
sized Americanization, encouraging European immigrants and their 
descendants to identify as white. African Americans were consistently 
excluded from Americanization programs. However, managers’ and 
capitalists’ interest in defining all unskilled industrial workers as funda-
mentally alike and infinitely interchangeable helped make room for the 
idea that racial differences were less essential than many had previously 
believed. Promoters of these “modern” ideas of management believed 
that ethnic segregation encouraged mutuality among workers, thereby 
fostering class consciousness and unionization. Larger companies thus 
took hiring power away from foremen, who had been likely to fill shifts 
with men from their own immigrant groups. Instead, these firms insti-
tuted personnel departments to hire workers from a range of European 
origins. These companies automated manufacturing, deskilled their 
blue-collar workforces, and hired an army of professional managers to 
administer production, distribution, sales, marketing, and each other. 
In 1900, for example, Ford automobiles were largely built by skilled 
tradespeople. By 1922, the majority of Ford workers were unskilled and 
easily replaceable: Henry Ford could boast that 85 percent of his work-
ers needed less than two weeks of training. These innovations allowed 
for larger plants and took much of the control of the industrial process 
out of workers’ hands, weakening the ability of workers to disrupt the 
production process. These changes also had important implications for 
the cohesion and interdependence of ethnic groups in Detroit, which 
tended to be less residentially segregated and sustained fewer ethnic 
institutions than the same groups in other industrial cities.33

By deskilling workers and unlinking ethnic identification from spe-
cific jobs or areas in factories, industrialists and labor managers relied 
on the idea that all European-descended factory workers were essen-
tially the same: workers were interchangeable parts rather than mem-
bers of ethnic clans. Automobile and other large companies went one 
step further, actively working to homogenize their workforces by requir-
ing employees to learn English and participate in Americanization 
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programs. Bosses were willing to pay higher wages if it meant more effi-
ciency on the job and more control of workers’ lives beyond the factory 
floor. Henry Ford, for example, famously introduced the five- dollar day 
in 1914, accessible only to workers willing to learn English, live clean 
lives, and attend church regularly. Industrialists cast these ideas as pro-
gressive and forward thinking, arguing that they would promote indus-
trial order and prevent class conflict.34 Although this idea about equality 
among laborers was limited almost exclusively to European-descended 
workers before the beginning of the First Great Migration, the notion 
that workers were interchangeable and thus functionally equal was the 
material groundwork on which northern racial liberalism was built in 
Detroit in the early twentieth century.35

The influx of African American male workers into the bottom rungs 
of industrial employment beginning in 1916 also contributed to the for-
mation of northern racial liberalism. Because European immigration 
had slowed to a halt with the opening of World War I, white and black 
southerners became the newest source of workers in the city, but their 
experiences in the labor market were quite different. White southern-
ers entered the existing white, working-class labor market with few 
challenges. African Americans, meanwhile, faced discrimination and 
employment segmentation immediately upon arrival.36 African Ameri-
can men entered an industrial labor market that had, until World War I, 
excluded them almost entirely. However, during World War I, Detroit’s 
industrialists, as well as other local employers, began to depend on 
black migrants as a reserve labor force, using them as the most dispos-
able and exploitable workers in the city.

Employers came to see African Americans as an important and 
needed presence in Detroit: black migrants worked in the hardest, 
dirtiest, and most dangerous jobs. Indeed, Detroit’s African Ameri-
can industrial workers were most often found in factories’ foundries, 
where they operated heavy machinery and poured liquid steel into 
molds, often working in temperatures well over 100 degrees Fahrenheit. 
At the same time, they were the workers least likely to be promoted 
and most prone to layoffs. They also faced higher overall unemploy-
ment than any other group of workers in the city. The presence of Afri-
can American men also helped employers sustain more control over 
all workers. Employers encouraged white men to see black men as 
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threatening —  always available to replace white workers if they went on 
strike, registered too many complaints, or misbehaved.37

African Americans’ access to industrial work expanded dramatically. 
In 1910, just 400 black male Detroiters worked in manufacturing and 
mechanical jobs, less than 18 percent of the population of black male 
workers in the city. By 1920, almost 14,000 black men worked in the 
same job classification, representing 70 percent of all employed black 
men in Detroit. Black men in Detroit were much less likely than their 
counterparts elsewhere to work in nonindustrial jobs typically seen 
as “black”: by 1920, Detroit had the lowest percentage of black male 
workers in the fields of “domestic and personal service” of any major 
northern industrial city. The same was not true for women: the por-
tion of black women working in domestic and personal service in 
Detroit between 1910 and 1920 held steady at a little less than 80 per-
cent. While a larger percentage of African American women held jobs 
in manufacturing, up from 8 to 12 percent, that number was still quite 
small.38 Yet, even as black men became a crucial and visible segment 
of Detroit’s industrial workforce, they were effectively sidelined from 
the opportunities available to their white counterparts. By 1920, only 
about 12 percent of black men who worked in factories held skilled jobs, 
another 19 percent worked in semiskilled jobs, and the remaining two-
thirds worked in unskilled positions.39 At the same time that European-
descended workers came to be more occupationally integrated, African 
Americans’ presence in segregated areas of factories grew. These factors 
had important implications for northern racial liberalism; they meant 
that even as workers were becoming increasingly interchangeable, race 
segregation prevailed.

This segmentation also meant that employers and white workers 
were likely to regard African Americans as subject to a different set of 
rules and customs than those that governed whites. World War I was a 
time of employment surpluses, when white and black men could find 
industrial jobs relatively easily. For the first half of the war, white lead-
ers and residents expressed little resistance to black in-migration or to 
the presence of African Americans in industrial jobs. This relative tol-
erance of a black presence in Detroit eroded, however, as the war went 
on. In 1918, manufacturing slowed and the city sank into a recession. 
By the next year, the Urban League reported that “rents had gone sky 
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high.” This recession coincided with an upsurge in both labor militancy 
and racist violence.40 Even though some African Americans partici-
pated in strikes on the side of the union, white workers often saw all 
blacks as antiunion and potential strikebreakers. Employers saw the 
divisive effect that segmenting their labor force by race had, and thus 
actively fostered it. According to African American economists Sterling 
Spero and Abram Harris, employers’ logic at the time was that large 
outbreaks of racial violence during strikes would actually be beneficial, 
since the state would intervene to prevent rioting and simultaneously 
repress strikers.41 Both white employers and workers saw it as crucial to 
their own interests to keep African American men at the bottom of the 
industrial system.

After World War I, white union resistance to black employment and 
employers’ manipulation of white workers’ racism increased. These 
dynamics helped to solidify black male workers’ place on the bottom of 
Detroit’s occupational scale as local unions remained bulwarks of white 
privilege. Furthermore, employers used black workers to manipulate 
and intimidate their majority-white workforces. In 1919, for example, 
a series of strikes shut down a number of factories across Detroit. One 
black replacement worker was killed when racial violence broke out at 
factory gates across the city. While the American Federation of Labor 
(AFL) claimed credit for preventing riots, Forrester Washington, head 
of the local Urban League, suggested that the “real credit” should go 
“to Negro strikers who went among the Negro ‘scabs’ and persuaded 
many of them to cease their anti-union activities.”42 Although the AFL 
approved a request by the National Urban League to make more seri-
ous efforts to organize black workers in 1917 and again in 1919, most 
of its locals continued to segregate and exclude blacks. Detroit’s AFL 
branch had 1,227 black members, the vast majority of whom belonged 
to segregated locals. In an attempt to address the employment needs of 
its constituents, the Detroit Urban League, at different times, sided with 
the union and the employers. While it tried to claim credit for prevent-
ing racial unrest in the workplace, it also helped provide black strike-
breakers to factories on more than one occasion. During a strike in the 
metal trades in 1921, the DUL furnished black workers to plants affected 
by the strike. On another occasion the Urban League’s industrial sec-
retary personally brought more than 150 black replacement workers 



42 << migration and northern racial liberalism

to the Timkin Company, leading them across the picket lines himself. 
Despite these examples, African Americans’ reputation among white 
workers as strikebreakers was a gross overstatement. It was invoked as 
a justification for excluding blacks from whites-only jobs much more 
often than it was used to describe a contemporary labor struggle. White 
workers’ embrace of this idea illustrates their awareness that employers 
used racial divisiveness as a tool for undermining workers’ bargaining 
position. However, it also shows that white workers were more likely 
to absorb the idea that black workers threatened their livelihood, and 
direct their hostility toward African Americans, than they were to reject 
racial divisiveness as disruptive and harmful to their interests.43

Finally, by the 1920s, as African Americans had taken on a more 
significant role in the local labor market as the city’s most marginal-
ized and vulnerable industrial workers, European-descended Detroiters 
were more likely to identify themselves as hyphenated Americans who 
shared similar concerns with others of European descent. Europeans’ 
decreasing ethnic differentiation and industrial employers’ interest in 
promoting Americanization helped popularize the idea that ethnic and 
national origin should be irrelevant markers of difference in public and 
occupational spaces. Liberals in the 1920s attempted to extend this idea 
to include African Americans. However, blacks’ position at the bottom 
of the city’s labor market and their consistent marginalization in other 
urban arenas limited the effectiveness of this appeal.

Urban Reform

The economic and geographic transformations that reshaped Detroit in 
the early twentieth century contributed to the expansion and popular-
ity of movements for urban reform, the political ideology upon which 
northern racial liberalism was built. By 1916, the year that thousands 
of black migrants began to arrive in Detroit, native-born white city 
leaders had already adopted the language of reform to explain and 
naturalize newly emerging forms of social and economic stratification. 
Reform represented a departure from the scientific racism of an ear-
lier age that ordered humans along a rigid hierarchy based on racial 
and ethnic heritage.44 However, it used coded language about culture 
and modern ideas about how to take care of urban populations in order 
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to justify urban stratification based on race and class. In their quest to 
undermine the political power of ethnic communities —  widely seen 
as enabling deeply corrupt city governments —  reformers mobilized a 
highly effective rhetoric of “efficiency” and “management” that sounded 
neutral and race and ethnicity blind even as it was not.

Urban reformers were a loose coalition of largely white, Protestant, 
and middle-class government officials and private citizens of both sexes 
who were interested in rationalizing and modernizing municipal gov-
ernment. As a group, reformers were interested in eliminating ward-
based politics and professionalizing the administration of cities. They 
distrusted the uneducated masses who, they believed, made poorly 
informed choices about city governance and were vulnerable to manip-
ulation by corrupt party “bosses.” Instead, they favored putting author-
ity into the hands of supposedly apolitical experts —  women and men 
whom they identified as having proven ability —  to run city programs 
and services. Reformers equated proven ability with either business 
success or appropriate formal training in one of the new administra-
tive professions: urban planning, social work, public health, or public 
administration. Ultimately, reformers saw themselves as the appropri-
ate class of people to deal with city governance because of their dual 
identities as representatives of corporations and as middle- and upper-
class urban residents.45

Urban reformers supported changes in city government that would 
undermine ethnic and immigrant political power. At the same time, 
they promoted the erasure of explicit references to race and ethnicity 
in formal political discourse. Both of these dynamics would come to 
characterize northern racial liberalism. In the 1910s, reform-minded 
municipal activists celebrated city-run boards of health as modern 
institutions because they operated independently of cities’ elected legis-
lative bodies, and because they were managed and staffed by health care 
professionals rather than politicians.46 These professionals imagined 
themselves as apolitical experts. For example, the smallpox vaccination 
policy of Detroit’s Board of Health singled out black migrants not as 
black migrants per se but rather as a public health threat.

White leaders turned to reform ideology for guidance on how to 
manage the new urban black population and how to sustain urban 
peace in the face of dramatic inequality. Like earlier statements against 
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racial unrest echoed by Detroit’s newspapers and political leaders, their 
interest in building and maintaining ordered cities led them to reject 
the notion that vigilante violence against African Americans was an 
admissible part of the urban polity. However, this embrace of urban 
order simultaneously led them to deny the legitimacy of black struggles 
for access to municipal rights and resources. Therefore, even as a new 
group of white leaders began to see African Americans as an important 
and growing workforce in the city, this did not guarantee blacks’ access 
to respect. In crafting modern political policy, racial liberals borrowed 
many of their tactics for thinking about African Americans and for 
managing black Detroiters from the discourse of urban reformers.

By the beginning of the First Great Migration, a professional class 
of white urban reformers had successfully allied itself with a politi-
cal coalition drawn from both small and large business concerns. 
The interests of these two groups coincided in many significant ways. 
Both belonged to a national movement of urban reformers intent on 
rationalizing urban government and using the new public institutions 
they developed to manage and order cities and their residents. In 1912, 
Henry Leland, founder of the Cadillac Company, created the Good 
Citizens League, a political organization designed “for the uplift of our 
fellow men and for the civic and moral betterment of our city in gen-
eral.”47 The Good Citizens League worked to break the power of “politi-
cal machines” and fight “corruption” in urban government —  terms it 
used to describe a party-based patronage system through which ethnic 
and working-class leaders had been able to mobilize support for their 
campaigns and win some political power. Leland, who had founded 
the antiunion Detroit Employers’ Association in 1902, began his new 
political group with thirty-six members of the mainline congregation 
to which he belonged, the Westminster Presbyterian Church. The main 
preoccupation of the group was the “political reorganization” of local 
government from a state of “complex indirect organization to simple 
responsive administrative machine.”48

The men who joined the Good Citizens League were Detroit’s new 
corporate managers. They were wealthy, native-born, white Protestants. 
Unsatisfied with the municipal government, they believed the existing 
political structure to be hopelessly corrupt, inefficient, and incapable of 
handling the problems associated with the modern city. They were also 
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distraught over what they saw as the negative consequences of indus-
trial production —  a set of social ills that they believed were rooted in 
the disorganization that characterized modern urban life. Members of 
the Good Citizens League identified their enemies as uneducated and 
power-hungry aldermen who used ward politics to curry favor from 
their constituents, sustain their political dominance, and serve their 
myopic interests at the expense of running the city effectively. Reform-
ers argued that this was particularly problematic when it came to 
city administration because machine politicians would appoint their 
unqualified cronies, or people to whom they owed political favors, to 
municipal posts.49

By 1916, the Good Citizens League, alongside other white, native-
born urban reformers, had mobilized significant political power in the 
city and was nearing the height of its success. Detroit reformers’ inter-
est in rationalizing and simplifying municipal government led them to 
fight to strengthen the authority of the mayor, eliminate ward-based 
voting, create nonpartisan city elections, and introduce civil service 
exams as a prerequisite for city employment. These changes marked a 
deliberate campaign to disrupt the party system and undercut ethnic 
political power. In 1918, working in a close alliance with the Detroit 
Employers’ Association and the local Board of Commerce, the Good 
Citizens League won these reforms in a citywide referendum for a new 
city charter. The most immediate effect of this victory was to create a 
power vacuum in the organization of local political institutions that had 
relied on party politics. This void was quickly filled by organizations 
and individuals sympathetic to the needs of local corporations and the 
newly emergent Protestant elite. Indeed, reformers’ push for reorgani-
zation in Detroit was particularly effective because political parties and 
the ward-based system were not as powerful as they were in cities with 
strong ethnic organizations like Chicago and New York.50

Reformers’ enthusiasm for order and efficiency in municipal gov-
ernment was intertwined with their interests as members of industry’s 
managerial elite. Large corporations depended on administrative pre-
dictability to manage their own finances and bureaucracies. Detroit’s 
reformers thus pushed for what they saw as the rationalization and 
simplification of municipal government and cast themselves as protec-
tors of the public purse against the profligate interests of the less well 
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informed. Reformers also worked to eliminate unpredictability by more 
closely managing urban populations through new technical tools like 
urban planning, public health, social work, “improved” policing, and 
other elements of public administration. For example, in his book-
length retrospective about the fight for a new charter, William P. Lovett 
argued that poorly educated, nonnative speakers of English had turned 
the local school board into a political organization, committed to the 
dispensation of party favors instead of public education. Lovett, who 
became executive secretary of the Good Citizens League in 1916, headed 
the campaign for a new municipal charter. He consistently portrayed 
working-class, immigrant politicians as inherently corrupt, untrust-
worthy, and self-promoting. “Predatory politicians and the ruthless, 
insolent, aggressiveness of the political ‘gang,’ ” he maintained, used the 
city government as an important sector of their “operating circle.”51

Urban reformers used discourses that northern racial liberals sub-
sequently adopted about the political power of nondominant groups. 
They articulated cultural ideas about immigrants and the “lower races” 
through coded language about efficiency and education to help dis-
credit the current government and reshape city politics. Lovett, for 
example, castigated city inspectors who “could not boast even a gram-
mar school education” but were unashamed to face “their audiences 
with staccato speeches of ungrammatical lingo.”52 He thus portrayed 
working-class, immigrant politicians as inherently untrustworthy. 
When urban reformers spoke about the need for “Americanization,” 
“education,” “cleaning up slums and crime,” and “efficiency,” they were 
using neutral-sounding language as a code for talking about racial and 
ethnic minorities. They used the language of modernity rather than 
prejudice to explain a process that effectively limited nonelite partici-
pation in urban government. When they attacked poolrooms, dance 
halls, and saloons —  working-class and immigrant cultural institutions 
that provided venues for political and labor organizing —  they focused 
on corruption rather than ethnicity. Detroit’s upper- and middle-class 
reformers suggested that they were developing a healthy parental rela-
tionship to the city’s immigrants by shepherding an otherwise down-
trodden working class toward enlightenment.

Urban reformers were so successful in their deployment of the lan-
guage of modernity, anticorruption, and efficiency that they won over 
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not only middle-class native white Americans but also large segments 
of the very ethnic communities whose influence they sought to under-
mine. Indeed, the Good Citizens League’s rhetoric about clean govern-
ment appealed to middle-class ethnic and African American leaders, 
many of whom endorsed the campaign for a new city charter. Local 
Jewish, Polish, German, Italian, and black newspapers all came out in 
favor of the plan, and many of them mimicked the logic promoted by 
the league.53 The charter won with almost 90 percent of voters. In spite 
of their seemingly well-meaning justifications and the support they 
received, however, reformers’ crusade against corruption undermined 
a structure that had allowed for ethnic, immigrant, and black participa-
tion in local politics. Their reform efforts ultimately helped to uphold 
and strengthen existing racial and ethnic inequalities in northern cit-
ies, undermining the power of immigrant communities in the city 
government.

African Americans arrived in Detroit in large numbers just as urban 
reformers won sweeping changes in the organization of local politics 
and the language of municipal governance. However, white city reform-
ers were not the only group of people working to build a better city or 
thinking about the roles and rights of residents. As the black popula-
tion grew, African Americans themselves developed more community 
spaces and institutions where they debated many of the same questions. 
The growth and increasing visibility of the black public sphere during 
the First Great Migration had a significant impact on white residents’ 
and leaders’ perceptions of black Detroiters and helped shaped their 
ideas about how to understand race in the city.

Housing and Racial Geography

Other elements of city life, including changes in residential geography 
and in the political activity of African Americans themselves, came to 
play an important role in shaping debates over northern racial liber-
alism in Detroit. In response to the demographic, political, and labor 
market shifts of the 1910s, white leaders developed new, seemingly 
nonracialized ways to justify and explain racial stratification that fore-
shadowed the popularity of northern racial liberalism and its racially 
neutral discourse in subsequent decades. The geography of race was 
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shifting in Detroit during this era: just as workplaces were becoming 
more visibly stratified by race, residential patterns increasingly reflected 
a black-white racial divide.

It may seem like the story of the city’s housing market —  one of in-
creasing residential racial segregation —  contradicts the growing popu-
larity of a modern, liberal, and explicitly northern discourse that white 
city leaders were developing to talk about the gradual flowering of 
racial equality in cities. However, white city leaders developed northern 
racial liberalism and racially neutral discourse as a tool for managing 
both black and white urban residents as the residential racial terrain of 
the city became increasingly segregated. They developed a political ide-
ology designed to reduce racial conflict within an increasingly racially 
stratified city. Managing racial conflict, in the language of northern 
racial liberalism, was akin to impulses of progressive reform because 
it was directed toward maintaining urban peace and ensuring that the 
city ran smoothly. And like their earlier counterpart, these goals did not 
necessarily aid in developing a more just and racially equal city. Under-
standing the housing market —  the political and economic reasons that 
it shifted as well as white individuals’ growing interest in enforcing seg-
regation —  sheds light on the terrain that northern racial liberals were 
attempting to manage and the strategies they used to do so.

As manufacturers began to reorganize production, African Ameri-
cans became a more visible and significant presence in the city. The 
simultaneous and dramatic expansion of industrial production and 
of the city itself contributed to the racial reorganization of residential 
space. Between 1880 and 1920, Detroit annexed huge tracts of land. 
Over these forty years, the city grew to four times its 1880 size. At the 
end of the nineteenth century, ethnicity (not class or race) was the most 
important social and geographic marker in the city. European Ameri-
can immigrants and native-born whites lived in ethnically homoge-
neous but economically diverse neighborhoods. Meanwhile, the small 
population of black Detroiters was spread thinly throughout ethnic-
dominated sections of the city. By 1920, however, large-scale industri-
alization, combined with the massive in-migration of black and white 
workers and the arrival of corporate managers to create economic and 
race-based, rather than ethnic, segregation. Instead of moving into 
ethnic neighborhoods, newly arrived white workers began to settle 
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down close to the factories where they worked, and the well-to-do of 
all ethnicities moved into suburb-like outlying areas of the city. Afri-
can Americans were welcome only in three majority-black areas. At this 
point, white working-class immigrants were more likely to live in multi-
ethnic, but exclusively white, working-class neighborhoods. This new 
geographic organization of space coincided with a dramatic decline 
in immigration due to the First World War.54 As European migration 
slowed to a trickle, black migration soared.

The African American population followed the opposite trend. Black 
residents of all classes became more isolated and segregated from whites 
in the city. Between 1860 and 1900, about 80 percent of black Detroi-
ters lived on the near east side, in and among recently arrived immi-
grants, most of whom were German. Most of the remaining 20 percent 
were scattered throughout the city, living in their employers’ homes as 
domestic workers. By 1920, conversely, the far larger population of Afri-
can Americans lived almost entirely in three majority-black areas.55

As European Americans became more geographically mixed in 
neighborhoods that were “white” rather than specifically Italian or Pol-
ish, black residents of all classes became more segregated from whites in 
the city. Urbanization and industrialization contributed to the creation 
of a class-based urban geography for white Detroiters and a racially 
segregated space for blacks. Middle-class whites of all ethnicities were 
more likely to live side by side than they had previously, although 
native-born whites with native-born parents dominated new middle-
class neighborhoods on the city’s periphery. The majority of northern 
industrial cities saw similar changes in their ethnic and racial geogra-
phy, but Detroit’s transformation was earlier and more complete than 
it was in cities like Chicago and New York, which sustained far more 
ethnic homogeneity by 1920.56

The chasm between what it meant to be white in Detroit and what it 
meant to be black was underlined by the physical quality of the hous-
ing available to different groups. Securing decent housing had already 
been a chronic problem for working-class residents, especially for black 
Detroiters, but the population explosion during World War I created 
a housing shortage that plagued the city for years to come. Between 
1910 and 1920, construction did not keep pace with the high demand 
for housing; by 1920, finding any shelter at all became difficult. Only 
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87,000 new dwelling units were built, while the population increased by 
more than half a million.57 While the African American population was 
expanding at a much faster rate than the white population, the areas of 
the city where blacks could live hardly grew at all during the war. Black 
Detroiters were restricted to four districts —  two downtown neighbor-
hoods and two smaller areas outside of downtown. These were Paradise 
Valley, the first and largest black neighborhood located on the near east 
side; the black west side, a newer area; Conant Gardens a black middle-
class and largely owner-occupied neighborhood in the northeast; and 
the Eight Mile –  Wyoming district on the northwestern border of the 
city.58 Landlords and real estate brokers exploited this dearth of options, 
charging exorbitant rents to the captive population. In order to help 
defray the cost of rent, families often doubled up, took in lodgers, or 
moved in with relatives.59 By 1919, the majority of African Americans 

City of Detroit, location of black population, 1910 –  1950. Image courtesy of 
Richard Thomas.
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lived “in such crowded conditions that three or four families in an 
apartment [was] the rule rather than the exception.”60

Racial tensions were heightened by the housing shortage that plagued 
the city and disproportionately affected black Detroiters, who could not 
spread into adjacent areas because of white-imposed restrictions against 
expansion. The formalization of racial segregation in the country as a 
whole, and in the urban North in particular, dramatically curtailed resi-
dential mobility for black Detroiters. In 1917, the U.S. Supreme Court 
declared racially restrictive zoning laws unconstitutional. The elimina-
tion of these laws, which had been popular in southern cities, sparked 
the expansion of racially restrictive covenants in the North as well as 
the South —  clauses in the deed of a home preventing its sale to non-
whites.61 Following the Supreme Court ruling, white Detroiters turned 
toward restrictive covenants to enforce residential segregation.62 Extra-
legal enforcement of this practice, including violence against African 
Americans and their property, discouraged black residents from mov-
ing into areas that were mostly white or from expanding the boundaries 
of congested black districts.

As the First Great Migration accelerated, some members of Detroit’s 
black elite challenged residential segregation by moving into all-
white neighborhoods. Over the course of the First World War, white 
responses to these move-ins changed from quiet toleration to outright 
hostility and physical violence. Before 1917, African American fami-
lies that had moved into middle-class white neighborhoods remem-
bered “[having] little trouble.” For example, an African American fam-
ily that moved into a white district in 1915 explained that they had “no 
difficulty” because “racial difficulty [was] not in the air at that time.” 
According to a 1926 study, “White families knowingly bought property 
next to colored families” in “high class” neighborhoods before 1917, 
“apparently giving it little heed.”63

Before the acceleration of the First Great Migration in 1917, white 
Detroiters saw the presence of one or two black families as isolated inci-
dents rather than the beginning of an influx, so they did not mount 
organized resistance to their new black neighbors. One explained her 
tolerance for African Americans who lived on her block as provisional, 
based on their inconspicuous behavior and small numbers: “They don’t 
try to associate with us [and] they give us no trouble.” However, she 
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emphasized, “We don’t want any more moving in.”64 As black migra-
tion continued and the city became increasingly characterized by racial 
divisions, African Americans faced progressively more organized and 
violent responses to their arrival in white middle-class neighborhoods. 
Beginning in 1917, physical attacks on newly purchased, black-owned 
homes in these areas became commonplace. For example, “Dr. J ——” 
explained that in 1917, when his family moved into their house in a 
white neighborhood, they “weren’t wanted at first [and] there were sev-
eral committee meetings to oust us.” On August 23, 1917, a “mob of 200 
whites” drove fifty African Americans out of a duplex located just north 
of Paradise Valley, in a largely white, “perceptibly run down” neighbor-
hood. The house had been occupied by four white, southern families, 
but the landlord “decided to try colored tenants,” probably because he 
would be able to extract more rent from them. He leased the entire 
house to Trigg, an African American man, who found families to fill 
the rooms. Led by William Koenig, a former city alderman, and John 
Van Dusan, a white mob stopped the new tenants from moving into 
the house, loaded their belongings onto trucks, and drove it back to 
Trigg’s old house. At the time, an African American family lived only 
two doors away and had been there “for years.” There were also several 
other black families living in the immediate vicinity. These changing 
responses point to white residents’ mounting anxieties about African 
Americans, which developed as it became clear that the latter would be 
a permanent feature of city life.65

The coincidence of increasing black migration alongside the tight 
housing market helped white Detroiters make connections between the 
presence of African Americans in the city and urban problems more 
generally —  a notion that stood at the core of northern racial liberal-
ism. Housing became politically important in Detroit during World 
War I because it was an issue that captured what many whites felt about 
the dangers of an African American “invasion” of the city. Whites had 
already begun to see blacks as competitors in the workforce —  even 
though they were segregated into the worst jobs, they remained an 
omnipresent threat. At the same time, they pointed to the ills of black 
neighborhoods as evidence that African Americans were unwelcome 
neighbors. The dilapidated and overcrowded houses of Paradise Valley, 
the largest residential concentration of African Americans, became a 
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metaphor for white concerns about the negative effect black Detroit-
ers had on city life. Shifts in the local labor market, urban reform dis-
course, and tensions over housing each contributed to the notion that 
African American Detroiters presented city leaders with a set of new 
social problems that needed to be managed and contained.

The Politics of African American Reform

In response to the mounting hostility directed toward them, Afri-
can Americans produced a range of discourses about themselves that 
simultaneously complicated, challenged, and reinforced elements of 
these narratives. Black residents built and expanded a large number 
of political and social institutions during this period, reflecting their 
diverse experiences and philosophies. Many African Americans, for 
example, pushed hard to engage and refashion white perceptions of 
black residents —  although in so doing, some embraced ideas about 
class and respectability that bolstered, rather than undermined, white 
justifications for racism. Elite African Americans often promoted the 
notion that poor black migrants were partly to blame for the surge in 
racist attacks because of their inadequately “respectable” comport-
ment. Debates among black Detroiters as well as those between black 
and white city leaders are crucial for understanding northern racial lib-
eralism. These debates responded to, and indeed helped create, white 
liberals’ ideas about how to manage the newly interracial city. Some 
white city leaders, including industrialists, politicians, and social ser-
vice providers, adopted ideas from African American leaders of black 
social service and civil rights groups. Others became acquainted with 
black demands for change because they were the objects of black pro-
test. Ultimately, white leaders drew on African Americans’ languages of 
equality and class difference to explain their own approaches to black 
Detroiters, even as the policies they promoted were not intended to rec-
tify the racial inequalities that black residents were fighting to overturn. 
While the visibility of racial divisions in Detroit increased, racial liber-
alism hinged on the concept that municipal politics could and should 
be racially neutral. At the same time, African Americans across the 
class spectrum used race-specific language as they continued to fight to 
gain access to the full range of citizenship rights in Detroit.
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Black responses to the vaccination inspection program at the Michi-
gan Central Railway station illustrate the range of ideas that Detroit’s 
African Americans sustained about the influx of black migrant families 
into the city and about white officials’ efforts to contain and manage this 
population. African American travelers defended their dignity at the 
train station. They protested vocally, asserting that white perceptions 
of African Americans as potential contaminants were simply untrue. 
Some migrants used institutional strategies to confront the Board of 
Health, taking their complaints to the local branch of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

The NAACP leaders’ approach to the vaccination inspections re-
flected their political priorities as some of Detroit’s best-educated and 
most financially stable African Americans. The NAACP sought to bal-
ance the pursuit of racial justice with a desire to maintain and enforce 
middle-class respectability, a tension that characterized its approach to 
civil rights issues at the time. The group also sought to protect black 
men and women from physical vulnerability and overexposure at the 
hands of white men. NAACP leaders were “pleased” with the health 
commissioner’s decision to end the inspections, but middle-class black 
leaders were concerned about how the image of diseased African Amer-
ican migrants contributed to discrimination against the race as a whole, 
undermining their own positions in the city. Many black middle-class 
Detroiters saw southern migrants as unfit for city living and therefore 
unwelcome additions to their small community. Thus, although black 
leaders opposed the brutal and invasive administration of the Board 
of Health’s program, they sympathized with the class-based concerns 
expressed by the board —  that working-class and poor people (of all 
races) were potentially diseased and posed some hazard to established 
and respectable middle-class Detroiters.

The city’s black elite and the groups they established were the most 
self-consciously engaged with white leaders. During this period, black 
elite leaders began to forge connections with white reformers and busi-
nesspeople and worked to build legitimacy for themselves as spokes-
people for “the race.” These black leaders, mostly professionals and 
entrepreneurs, shared some of the anxieties about African American 
migrants that inspired the board’s policy. While they pushed white 
liberals to respond to their concerns about mounting segregation and 
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persistent inequality, they also embraced those elements of reform dis-
course that confirmed their suspicion of black migrants, authorized 
their understanding of themselves as rightful leaders, and reinforced 
their class-bound sensibilities about the limits of racial justice. Mem-
bers of the city’s black elite saw themselves as natural “race leaders” and 
embraced elements of urban reform discourse in their organizational 
work. Like white reformers, they believed that leaders should be edu-
cated, financially stable, and morally upstanding. They consistently 
contrasted their own political work and social philosophies with the 
growing number of working-class and poor migrant leaders. For exam-
ple, elite African Americans maligned storefront churches, “voodoo” 
medicines, and migrants’ attire as components of backward, southern 
traditions that needed to be modernized or eradicated. In reports, stud-
ies, and court cases, they fought for racial justice, but they staked their 
claims to full citizenship on respectable middle-class cultural behavior 
such as appropriate comportment and good manners —  behaviors they 
cast as modern and northern, as opposed to backward and southern.66 
Black reformers thus found support for their work among white lead-
ers, as well as a provisional and limited legitimacy. At the same time, 
white city leaders began to use their relationships with black leaders 
and institutions to win support among black voters and to build a repu-
tation for being racially fair-minded. While this strategy may have been 
calculated to help white leaders win elections, it was not exclusively 
cynical. White reformers sincerely believed in the racial liberalism they 
embraced and saw it as an important element of their vision.

The relationship between the Reverend R.  L. Bradby and the Ford 
Motor Company exemplified these dynamics. Bradby was minister of 
the Second Baptist Church, the city’s oldest and largest black congrega-
tion. He took an early interest in African American migrants and built 
a social service arm of his church designed to facilitate the assimila-
tion of black southerners into northern life during the First World War. 
Bradby’s church, like the Urban League and other reform organizations, 
emphasized respectability and middle-class comportment as the ave-
nue to independence and equality.67 In 1919, Bradby began to recruit 
and manage African American workers for the Ford Motor Company, 
which had just started hiring blacks in large numbers in a range of jobs 
and departments at the enormous River Rouge plant. Henry Ford’s 
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interest in hiring black workers lay in his hostility to bolshevism, which 
he associated with immigrant labor. He imagined that black southern-
ers would be unreceptive to unionization. By offering African Ameri-
can men high wages, good benefits, and consistent employment, Ford 
aimed to sustain a more stable workforce. Indeed, black men at Ford 
were less likely to quit than were white men, who had many more 
options. The company was thus able to sustain a brutal pace of work at 
its integrated plants, relying on black men, who had few other places to 
turn for equally well-paying work, to set the standard.68 Bradby worked 
with Donald Marshall, the African American personnel manager in 
charge of black workers at Ford’s plants, sending members of his church 
whom he deemed “steady workers” —  accommodating, dependable, and 
unmistakably antiunion. Bradby also helped mediate disputes involv-
ing black workers and patrolled the plants in order to resolve inter- and 
intraracial disagreements. Bradby’s presence on the shop floor, osten-
sibly designed to encourage racial harmony, also meant that an extra 
set of eyes helped enforce the strict standards of behavior and com-
portment that complemented Ford’s vision for shaping the morals of 
black workers. Bradby and other “Ford ministers” helped the company’s 
Sociology Department monitor black workers, making sure that they 
attended church, were not alcoholics, and maintained traditional fami-
lies, with a wife and mother at home taking care of the children.69

In 1916, Birney Smith, an African American realtor and a member of 
the city’s small black elite, pulled together the first board of directors for 
the Detroit Urban League. As a national organization, the DUL encour-
aged members of the black professional and business classes to open 
branches in cities that were migration destinations. As a social service 
agency, the league helped assimilate recently arrived working-class Afri-
can Americans into northern society.70 From the beginning, the league 
sustained a class-bound perspective: its interracial board of directors 
included very wealthy white philanthropists alongside middle- and 
upper-class African Americans, while the league targeted the working-
class and poor for its services. The DUL’s class politics and its interest 
in migrant assimilation were typical of black reform organizations in 
Detroit and in the urban North more generally. The league drew most 
of its resources from the local Community Fund, an entity that raised 
money from wealthy donors and distributed it to social service agencies 
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across the city. Of the forty-two agencies supported by the Community 
Fund in 1918, the Urban League and the Phyllis Wheatley Home, which 
provided housing services to African American women migrants, were 
the only two that served all-black clienteles.71

League leaders believed that black community success depended on 
being able to sustain positive relationships with the city’s white busi-
nesspeople and government leaders. They saw the cultivation of these 
relationships as the best strategy for expanding black access to good 
jobs. For example, Forrester Washington, the organization’s first direc-
tor, worked with Boyd Fisher on a survey of black workers in factories 
across the city. Fisher, a white industrialist, was a member of the city’s 
Board of Commerce and vice president of the Detroit Executive Club, 
a group of business executives. Furthermore, beginning in 1917, the 
Employers’ Association of Detroit began to pay the salary of the DUL’s 
employment secretary. One league report declared that the organiza-
tion had “gone a longer ways [than any other group] toward mitigat-
ing the racial difficulties that have arisen by conferences with those of 
power and influence.”72 The report offered no details but clearly indi-
cated that its authors believed they had found the best approach for 
addressing the concerns of African Americans. By the end of the First 
World War, more than half of the black workers employed in Detroit 
had been placed through the league’s employment office. The DUL also 
helped employers by teaching black workers acceptable work behavior, 
“from proper clothing to suitable docility and anti-unionism.”73 League 
leaders did not explicitly address discrimination. Instead, they believed 
that their priorities —  helping black migrants find industrial employ-
ment —  offered the best strategy for assimilating blacks and for contrib-
uting to the creation of a peaceful interracial city.

The DUL’s small black staff, most of whom were trained social work-
ers and caseworkers, tended to be better educated and to have lived in 
the city for longer than the migrants to whom they provided services. 
Often sharing the class perspective of white employers, the league staff-
ers worked with factory managers in Detroit to develop personnel poli-
cies and procedures to manage newly hired black workers. For example, 
league social workers suggested using the sociological components 
of Americanization programs to improve black workers’ productivity 
and reduce those behaviors that may interfere with their work. They 
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recommended that plants employ an “industrial welfare worker” for 
black employees, encouraging manufacturers to manage African Amer-
ican workers like they managed their immigrant employees.74 The DUL 
recommended that black welfare workers provide many of the same 
services and practice similar levels of surveillance as Ford’s sociologists. 
League literature suggested that industrial welfare workers show men 
how to invest their money in war bonds, “act as a go-between for the 
employment dep’t and the men,” and “talk to them on the value of regu-
larity and thrift and at the same time urge them to stay on the job on all 
days directly following pay day.”75

Established black residents of Detroit often blamed migrants for elic-
iting increased segregation and racism and for putting undue stress on 
shared resources, which led to regional and cultural explanations for 
class divisions. Birney Smith, for example, remembered that “the big 
problem was the influx of Southern colored people. Previous to that 
time . . . we went about our business and the neighbors had a friendly 
attitude.” While Smith may have been romanticizing the premigration 
period, he did capture a sense of nostalgia that had already become 
popular among more established residents by the end of World War I. 
In a characteristic report from 1917, Forrester Washington compared 
long-time residents, whom he described as “high grade colored fami-
lies, self-respecting, self-supporting moral, intelligent and comfortable,” 
to the “touts, gamblers and other followers of the ponies [who] came 
to Detroit” in the early part of the decade.76 In his 1918 study, George 
Haynes observed that “the coming of many of the less desirable type 
[produced] a gradual tending toward the segregation of all Negroes.”77 
Washington suggested that the simultaneous arrival of a large group of 
racist white migrants from the South had contributed to the upswing 
in discrimination faced by all black residents. However, he explained, 
the “old Detroiters” among the African American population were 
blaming black migrants for this increase in segregation and racial dis-
crimination, “and their resentment amounts to antipathy —  if not to 
actual hate.”78

Urban League leaders explicitly rejected the notion that highlight-
ing discrimination or mounting an explicit campaign against racial 
prejudice would be effective strategies for black Detroiters interested 
in gaining more access to city resources, public space, jobs, decent 
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education, and other elements of full citizenship. In a press release, the 
league explained approvingly that “Negroes of Detroit are not spending 
all of their time protesting against race prejudice and the persecutions 
heaped upon their race, nor trying to advance by favors from without, 
but that they are rather trying to accomplish real progress by improve-
ment from within.”79 This notion, that community advancement re-
quired self-improvement rather than external social change, helped to 
legitimate the approach of white racial liberals. Ultimately, the idea that 
full citizenship should be accorded only to the most deserving elements 
of black society fit neatly within the most conservative strains of uplift 
in the 1910s.

This approach to black politics was not the only one endorsed by the 
city’s black elite. At the same time that many members of the black elite 
sustained a paternalistic attitude toward migrants, even blaming them 
for discrimination itself, some participated in challenging discrimi-
nation and white racism from a liberal, civil rights perspective. These 
activists characterized antiblack discrimination as backward, illegal, 
unfair, and illiberal, and they called on white leaders’ sense of justice 
to remedy these problems. For many black reformers and elites, these 
two approaches were not contradictory: as the activism of the NAACP 
demonstrates, many African Americans mixed the politics of uplift and 
respectability with the politics of civil rights.

The Detroit branch of the NAACP, founded in 1912, was the sixth 
branch in the nation, with forty-one charter members.80 The NAACP 
was a membership organization supported by dues and run by a small 
cadre of volunteers. By 1918, it had doubled its membership but re-
mained relatively inactive. That year, in response to the increasing 
discrimination and segregation that all black residents were facing in 
Detroit, the branch began to take on a more ambitious program in-
tended to increase membership and challenge white hostility. NAACP 
leaders formed a series of committees designed to fight discrimina-
tion, alter popular perceptions of African Americans in the city, and 
develop and promote “race consciousness and race work” among black 
residents, especially the city’s youth. These committees would work 
on organizing against discrimination in public places; they also would 
“conduct educational propaganda thru the press, an open forum, a cir-
culating library of race literature, edit and manage a branch bulletin, 



60 << migration and northern racial liberalism

[and] conduct entertainments, concerts, bazaars, etc.” NAACP activists 
understood their program as one that would build stronger collective 
resources for African Americans in the city.81

By 1918, African Americans saw the local NAACP as an organization 
they could turn to for help when they were fighting against discrimina-
tion. The association often won discrete victories by approaching white 
leaders in key political positions. For example, NAACP leaders helped 
black migrants win their fight against vaccination inspections at the 
railroad station by appealing to the city’s commissioner of health. Irene 
Davis, a black clerk at a local post office, also turned to the NAACP for 
help. In May 1918, Davis lost her job when protests from white clerks 
prompted her manager to ask her to leave. She appealed to the assis-
tant postmaster, who let the decision of her manager stand. Davis then 
turned to the NAACP, which sent a committee to the postmaster, and 
won Davis her job back.82 These victories demonstrate the willingness 
of prominent white leaders to rectify specific instances of discrimina-
tion. This dynamic —  white leaders’ willingness to reverse isolated acts 
of prejudice —  confirmed black leaders’ sense that their approach was 
effective. It also demonstrated that whites in positions of power in the 
city were familiar with and thus positioned to be influenced by black 
strategies designed to fight against discrimination.

As the African American Detroiters of the NAACP fought for respect 
during and after World War I, they also recognized and denounced the 
increasing incidence of segregation and discrimination in the city. In 
1918, the Detroit branch ran a petition campaign to press local news-
papers to stop using race-specific descriptions when reporting on 
crimes committed by African Americans and to cover black Detroit-
ers positively. NAACP members found that 80 percent of the refer-
ences to African Americans in the city’s white newspapers referred to 
blacks either as criminals or “in an uncomplimentary manner.”83 In a 
1920 report for the NAACP branch bulletin, J. F. Johnson was “sorry to 
say that discrimination in public places seems to be on the increase in 
Detroit.” He attributed this rise in discrimination to “the great number 
of southern whites who have come to our city along with our southern 
colored people,” and explained that the Detroit branch was beginning 
to litigate more discrimination cases.84 In September 1920, Johnson’s 
concerns were confirmed when the Michigan Central Railway “began 
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to jim-crow colored passengers” on the train from Detroit to Cincin-
nati. The NAACP sent a letter to the Passenger and Traffic Department, 
which agreed to investigate and ultimately rectify the situation, but the 
incident was part of a larger trend toward exclusion and segregation in 
the city and the region.85

Like the Urban League, the primarily middle-class NAACP asserted 
that African American respectability was an important component of 
claims for equality and integration. In its first bulletin, from September 
1920, the editors explained that African American Detroiters must do 
“everything in our power .  .  . to prevent the increase of prejudice and 
to secure justice for our people.” Thus, the bulletin recommended that 
parents and guardians should “see that [their] children’s faces, necks 
and hands are washed clean.” It also suggested that parents “not arrange 
children’s hair in ‘corn rows’ [because] it makes her a laughing stock 
and object of ridicule” and that they ensure their child “does not neglect 
his school lessons and that he behaves in school. By him a race is being 
judged.”86 The branch pulled together two Parent-Teacher Associations 
among African Americans where “a majority of our people live.” Mem-
bers of the Parent-Teacher Associations sought to “adjust reported dis-
crimination in the schools” by “visiting the schools where reports of 
bad deportment and uncleanliness [sic] of our children come from.”87 
The NAACP shared the Urban League’s ideological commitment to 
respectability and racial uplift, but the association’s commitment to liti-
gating specific discrimination claims meant that it attempted to fight 
discrimination on two somewhat ideologically contradictory fronts: 
self-help and the legal system. Discourses of respectability implied that 
unrespectable African Americans (and others) did not deserve the full 
rights of citizenship accorded to respectable Americans.

Conclusion

Early in the First Great Migration, northern and southern racial re-
gimes had more in common than defenders of white racial practices 
in the North suggested. Indeed, the effect of the racial systems in both 
regions —  to produce and maintain racially based inequalities —  was 
actually quite similar, and some aspects of the northern racial regime 
were as overt as southern practices. African Americans in the North 
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faced residential and workplace segregation, racial differentials in pay 
and job opportunities, very little access to mainstream political power, 
disrespect, episodic physical violence, disproportionate levels of pov-
erty, and disproportionate levels of arrest and incarceration, among 
other insults.

During the First Great Migration, white city leaders positioned 
themselves as racial moderates, standing on the middle ground between 
what they characterized as the radical racism of the South and the radi-
cally disruptive equality that African Americans were fighting to attain. 
City officials aimed to keep Detroit peaceful, orderly, and prosperous 
by supporting business interests on the one hand, and using modern, 
administrative methods to manage the resources and daily workings of 
the city on the other. They designed policies based on the expertise of 
city planners, social workers, and health officials and downplayed the 
significance of racial differentiation and discrimination.

The growing power of urban reform, the increasing importance of 
black workers in the industrial labor market, and the growing visibil-
ity of African Americans in the city as the black population and black 
institutions expanded all laid the groundwork for northern racial liber-
alism in Detroit during and immediately after World War I. This change 
in white leaders’ perceptions of African Americans foreshadowed 
incremental improvements in black access to city resources and equal-
ity. But it also pointed to shifts in white leaders’ justifications for sus-
taining racial inequality and stratification. The race-based elements of 
their hostility toward African Americans were becoming more covert, 
an important component of the racially neutral discourse that charac-
terized northern racial liberalism and white northern leaders’ attitudes 
toward African Americans by 1920. The story that opens this chap-
ter is a good illustration of these dynamics: Detroit’s Board of Health 
explained its race-specific use of vaccination inspections as rooted in its 
interest in protecting all Detroiters from epidemics. African Americans 
as a population were cast as diseased and threatening, in contrast to 
earlier justifications for singling out African Americans based on the 
illiberal race-based prejudice of the South. White city leaders’ rejection 
of scientific racism as an explanation for racial stratification was nei-
ther consistent nor complete by the 1920s, but it was a trend that set the 
stage for the emergence of northern racial liberalism. At the railroad 
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station, white officers who implemented the Board of Health’s vaccina-
tion inspections were certainly hostile toward black travelers. However, 
the official reasons for the inspections articulated by members of the 
Board of Health were about managing and controlling disease, regard-
less of race, not about suppressing or intimidating black travelers. This 
allowed white city leaders to continue to implement practices that had 
the effect of excluding, intimidating, or humiliating African Americans 
without expressing overt support for racial stratification, the dynamic 
that undergirded northern racial liberalism.

Both white and black reformers and media grafted some of their 
anxieties about the way the city was changing onto African Americans, 
specifically working-class black migrants. White reformers and jour-
nalists represented them as temporary Detroiters, necessary due to the 
wartime labor shortage but unwelcome as permanent residents. “Old” 
black middle-class residents also saw the newcomers as an unwelcome 
addition to their small community, blaming them for bringing segrega-
tion and racism with them in their move north and for putting undue 
stress on the resources of the community. While middle-class Afri-
can Americans focused their anxieties on working-class newcomers, 
white reformers and media were less discerning about what the image 
of the black, male migrant represented. Instead of representing a por-
tion of the black community, images of migrants produced by whites 
were designed to portray all African Americans in the city. These black 
residents were seen by many as workers with no rights or permanent 
attachment to the city. Over the next two decades, black residents and 
activists would both draw on and modify these tactics.
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Protecting Urban Peace

Northern Racial Liberalism and the Limits of Racial Equality

It does not always do for any man to demand to its fullest the 
right which the law gives him.1

 —  Mayor John Smith, 1925

In April 1921, Walter White, an official at the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People, published an article titled “Reviv-
ing the Ku Klux Klan” in Forum, a liberal journal popular among politi-
cians, social workers, and other self-styled progressives. The new Klan, 
according to White, had adopted its name from the white supremacist 
militias of the 1860s and was led by self-proclaimed “Imperial Wizard” 
Joseph Simmons of Atlanta, Georgia. It got its start in 1919, the same 
summer that race riots swept through American cities and the nation 
fell into a recession. By 1921, the Klan had gained considerable momen-
tum. White was especially troubled by its growing popularity in the 
industrial urban North and West, where Klanspeople were working to 
drive African Americans “back to the land of lynching.”2

White used Detroit as an example of these dynamics, suggesting that 
conditions “affecting the Negro” there were likely “due to Klan propa-
ganda.” In Detroit, acute unemployment caused by the postwar reces-
sion helped cultivate hostility toward African Americans. According 
to White, the local Employers’ Association, a group of the city’s larg-
est employers and most prominent businesspeople, shared these Klan-
inspired ideas and was considering a proposal to urge its members to 
stop hiring African Americans and to fire those they already employed, 
in an effort to ensure that needy whites received employment. Fur-
thermore, he explained, in an effort to push African Americans out of 
Detroit, the city’s Department of Public Welfare was refusing relief to 
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black families and forcing them instead to accept railroad fare back to 
the South. Ultimately, White concluded, these conditions “show defi-
nitely how [Klan] propaganda can militate against the Negro in North-
ern industries with exceedingly vicious results.”3

In his discussion of Detroit, White attacked the most mainstream 
elements of its white leadership for attempting to immiserate and expel 
black migrants from the city. He suggested that this Klan-like behavior 
was southern, premodern, and illiberal, qualities that many of Detroit’s 
white leaders would identify as reprehensible. White pushed these men, 
who saw themselves and the North as forward thinking and modern, to 
change their approach and be more actively “northern” in their outlook 
and practices.

The NAACP circulated White’s article widely, sending copies to sup-
porters along with a fund-raising letter. The mayor of Detroit, James 
Couzens, himself a member of the NAACP, received the article in the 
mail. One of Detroit’s most prominent proponents of urban reform 
and clean government, he was also one of the wealthiest residents of 
the city and an original investor in the Ford Motor Company, where he 
served as vice president and general manager until 1915. While at Ford, 
Couzens was widely celebrated, both locally and nationally, for his 
managerial acumen.4 Like other reform leaders, Couzens was commit-
ted to creating a professional and well-run administration that could 
effectively meet the needs of business interests. He also saw himself as 
a friend of black Detroit. He viewed these commitments —  to business 
and to African American progress —  as complementary.

When Couzens received White’s article from the NAACP, he re-
sponded with outrage and threatened to withdraw his membership 
from the association. White, Couzens claimed, was making unsubstan-
tiated false accusations. Adopting an opposing position, he defended 
the city’s employers and relief workers —  its white leaders and city 
managers —  and asserted that they were not practicing racial discrimi-
nation. The Employers’ Association, he explained, had entertained no 
such recommendations from its members, and local relief agencies 
were not singling out black recipients. Instead, employers were uni-
formly tightening their belts and letting their most recent hires go, and 
relief workers were turning away all applicants who had lived in the city 
for six months or less, offering them carfare home instead of relief.5
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While Detroit’s employers and agency administrators did not say 
they were targeting the city’s most recent arrivals because they were 
African American, their practices affected black workers and residents 
disproportionately. A far higher proportion of African Americans than 
European-descended residents were new migrants. Furthermore, as 
historian James Gregory points out, white southern migrants blended 
more easily than African Americans into existing social and occupa-
tional enclaves in the urban North. Even though these white migrants 
were disdained as backward “hillbillies,” this condescending cultural 
dismissal had a far smaller impact on their access to jobs, housing, 
and other city resources than did African Americans’ racial identity.6 
African Americans accounted for almost a quarter of the relief rolls 
in 1921, when they represented just 4 percent of the city’s population.7 
Layoff decisions based on seniority had a similarly racially disparate 
effect. Job discrimination meant that African Americans were the last 
ones hired during a labor shortage, and the first fired when the econ-
omy soured.

Walter White and James Couzens exchanged eight letters over the 
course of the next two months, in which each man elaborated his 
understanding of racial politics in Detroit. Couzens unself-consciously 
defended the racially hierarchical status quo. By defending exclusions 
of the most recent hires and the most recent arrivals from jobs and the 
city, he suggested that longer-term residents, a group whiter than the 
city’s population, had rightful ownership of Detroit. Furthermore, by 
casting employers’ and administrators’ intentions as racially neutral, he 
dismissed the most important element of White’s critique —  that their 
practices had racially discriminatory consequences. Couzens’s defense 
of local businesspeople, relief workers, and his own administration cap-
tures white liberals’ difficulty seeing how the policies they supported 
could help sustain racial stratification. By casting their practices as not 
deliberately discriminatory, and suggesting that their intent was more 
important than the consequences, his response helped mask as race-
neutral policies that bore racist consequences.

Couzens suggested that by raising charges of racial discrimination, 
Walter White and his allies were disrupting the racial social peace that 
had to exist in order for black rights to be respected: “It is this sort of 
propaganda that is exciting your people more than anything that is 
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being done by the whites even including the Ku Klux Klan.”8 Offended 
by White’s suggestion that Detroit’s white leaders were practicing Klan-
style discrimination, he saw himself and his allies as enlightened people 
with the city’s best interests at the top of their agendas. “I have worked 
hard to keep the relationship between the two peoples satisfactory 
here,” he explained to White. “I have taken a lot of trouble to see that 
the blacks get their fair distribution of [city] work, and the records I 
think will show that they really have gotten more —  because of the lack 
of other opportunities.”9 Couzens clearly recognized that inequalities 
shaped black experiences in Detroit. He saw himself as best positioned 
to judge whether fairness was being meted out, and best able to ensure 
that it was. At the same time, however, he instructed White to remain 
skeptical of accusations of racial discrimination and encouraged 
Detroit’s black residents to do the same: “You must discontinue agitat-
ing the colored people by a lot of stories not substantiated by facts.”10 
Couzens was willing to see extreme expressions of discrimination that 
were perpetuated by people he identified as racists, but he was unwill-
ing to consider that his own policies or those of his close allies created 
racial inequality. He saw independent black activism, directed at secur-
ing resources and exposing racism, as disruptive of urban peace, rather 
than productive of more robust civic equality. Indeed, he cast it as the 
principle cause of discrimination.

Couzens’s sense that black protest was a problem was shared by other 
prominent whites who lent their support to groups like the NAACP. 
In spite of his interest in helping African Americans, Henry Stevens, 
one of the city’s high-profile white philanthropists, shared Couzens’s 
concerns. Stevens, whose wealth came from western mining and land 
speculation, was a close associate of Mayor Couzens, an avid promoter 
of urban reform, and an important friend to black Detroit. He worked 
as vice president of the Associated Charities, the citywide organization 
that raised funds for private charitable and social work agencies. He 
also served as chairman of the board of directors for the Detroit Urban 
League, a social work agency whose staff and constituents were Afri-
can American. Like Couzens, he was a member of the NAACP. Stevens 
sustained close relationships with middle-class black leaders, including 
Forrester Washington, the first executive secretary of the DUL, who 
was working as a director at the Associated Charities in 1921. Indeed, 
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Stevens had been the source of White’s information about the Employ-
ers’ Association proposal to whiten the city’s workforce.

Although African Americans celebrated Stevens for his support of 
black causes, like Couzens, he was concerned that independent black 
activism was often based on false or overblown suspicions of rac-
ism that could be disruptive to the urban fabric.11 For example, at the 
same time that White and Couzens were engaged in their dispute, Ste-
vens had begun to express reservations about the NAACP holding its 
national convention in Detroit in June 1921. He was concerned that 
the NAACP had been “stirring-up” black Detroiters with “negative” 
words and “unfounded charges.” Stevens pointed to a recent demon-
stration in Hamtramck, an incorporated village within the boundar-
ies of Detroit, as evidence that growing black discontent had increased 
activism, which he believed had the potential to disrupt urban peace. 
Four hundred protesters, “most of whom were Negroes,” accused the 
village of “not furnishing adequate relief during this period of unem-
ployment and appealed to the prosecuting attorney of the county to aid 
them.” They argued that the village should provide adequate aid to its 
citizens and that the county was ultimately accountable for making sure 
the village lived up to its responsibilities. For Stevens, this protest was 
foreboding, inspiring fear that the NAACP convention would “breed 
further discontent among Negroes.”12

The dispute between James Couzens and Walter White and Henry 
Stevens’s concerns about the NAACP provide clear illustrations of some 
of the contradictions embedded in northern racial liberalism. They 
afford an unusually frank portrait of white liberals’ ambivalence about 
struggles for African American equality in Detroit. They demonstrate 
white leaders’ simultaneous interest in casting themselves as the most 
effective defenders of the fair distribution of city resources and in avoid-
ing black protest. Furthermore, this dispute exposes white leaders’ keen 
interest in distinguishing white Detroiters’ modern responses to black 
migrants and residents from premodern southern strategies aimed at 
controlling and suppressing African Americans. When African Ameri-
cans mounted independent protests challenging overt racism or the 
maldistribution of resources, white leaders who considered themselves 
champions of black Detroiters critiqued black protest as disruptive and 
ultimately counterproductive.
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Urban Peace

Attention to liberal white leaders’ preoccupation with urban peace makes 
the seeming contradiction between their stated interest in black equal-
ity and their frequent failure to defend that position —  as well as their 
intermittent efforts to undermine those struggles —  comprehensible. 
Like Couzens and Stevens in 1921, when white liberal leaders believed 
that the push for racial equality would produce an intolerable or uncon-
tainable level of conflict, they turned toward criticizing black protest 
and promoted the racially unequal status quo as the most sustainable 
urban form. Historians have celebrated northern white liberals’ interest 
in race neutrality as an important step toward full equality. However, 
they have spent less time examining white leaders’ reservations about 
the disruptive effects of black protest.13

White northern liberals saw peace as a prerequisite for racial equal-
ity. They believed it would only be possible to build a racially equal city 
once openly racist rhetoric was no longer an element of public debate 
and once African Americans stopped making claims about discrimi-
nation or demands for inclusion that disrupted the current order too 
much. Thus, for northern white urban liberals, sustaining urban peace 
meant celebrating the more expansive freedom African Americans 
could access in the North while tolerating existing stratification. White 
urban progressives in the early twentieth century, the predecessors of 
white racial liberals, had been willing to extend resources to African 
Americans “as long as the boundary lines of segregation remained 
firmly drawn.”14 Unlike their progressive forerunners, northern racial 
liberals were by the 1920s likely to oppose segregation on principle. 
However, when they believed that demands for integration proved too 
disruptive, they would resist black calls for equal access in favor of the 
existing racially hierarchical status quo. This chapter examines black 
activists’ efforts to integrate exclusively white neighborhoods and the 
local government’s push back against these incursions. It illustrates that 
white leaders’ ideas about the meanings of peace certainly varied, but 
for most of them, their commitment to urban order defined the outer 
limits of their support for black equality.

Northern racial liberals argued that race should neither structure 
relations of power nor serve as the basis for inequality. For them, racial 
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language should not be part of legitimate public discourse. The legal 
and administrative codification of racial neutrality, which characterized 
Michigan and Detroit lawmaking in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, helped open avenues for black political engagement and 
struggle in the urban North. As I demonstrate in this chapter, African 
Americans capitalized on the implicit promise that the local govern-
ment would oppose racially based hierarchies, using these openings to 
develop new forms of protest in the 1920s.

However, northern racial liberals also used their commitment to 
race neutrality in public discourse as a tool for dismissing complaints 
about racism as a structural problem. They were willing to see that rac-
ism pervaded white political and cultural institutions that were explic-
itly committed to the celebration of white supremacy and the outright 
demonization of African Americans. For example, Couzens criticized 
and distanced himself from the Ku Klux Klan. However, northern racial 
liberals frequently dismissed African Americans’ complaints about the 
pervasiveness of race-based discrimination and cast black accusations 
that the job and housing markets were shaped by racial discrimination 
as misperceptions, as the White-Couzens dispute illustrates. For white 
liberals, existing occupational and residential segregation were not the 
result of hateful sentiment toward African Americans but natural out-
growths of an organization of work and space built on the availabil-
ity, natural capacities, and time of in-migration of different groups of 
workers. By arguing that there was an absence of malicious intent in the 
racial organization of space, northern racial liberals dismissed the idea 
that city leaders were responsible for rectifying racial inequalities that 
already existed.

The Political Orientation of African American 
Liberal Protest in the 1920s

Rather than seeing northern racial liberalism as the exclusive prod-
uct of white liberal goodwill, it should be understood as a response to 
demands made on the state by African Americans themselves. These 
included claims to rights in private settings, like the housing market, as 
well as direct appeals to government agencies to manage state resources 
fairly and adjudicate private conflicts without bias. Black protest was 
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rooted in African Americans’ unwillingness to accept second-class citi-
zenship in Detroit. It was also part of a national “New Negro” move-
ment that grew out of similar trends in industrial cities whose black 
populations were also rapidly expanding.15

The African American activists whom I examine in this chapter were 
race-conscious liberals who made a different set of claims about how 
to think about race and racism in northern cities than the majority of 
their white allies. They asserted that the city and its residents’ lives were 
already shaped by racial inequalities. While they imagined a future 
in which race would no longer be linked to privilege or disadvantage, 
they believed that silence about prejudice helped foster the system of 
race-based stratification they were fighting against. They capitalized 
on liberals’ interest in race neutrality and used the growing popularity 
of liberalism among urban whites to strengthen their contention that 
every citizen, regardless of race, fundamentally deserved equal rights 
and equal access to resources.

African American Detroiters often agreed with white liberals’ rep-
resentation of racism as a holdover from a previous time and a dif-
ferent place. Many celebrated greater access to forms of mobility and 
employment that were not available in the rural South. However, they 
criticized white leaders for using this contrast as a tool for undermin-
ing black criticisms of northern racial inequalities. Black activists, Wal-
ter White among them, drew increasing attention to the contradiction 
between white leaders’ characterization of Detroit as more free than the 
South and the realities of discrimination that they regularly encoun-
tered in the city. They also critiqued the notion that equality would 
develop gradually, rejecting the idea that they should wait for freedom 
to emerge in the future, arguing instead that current relations of racial 
power in the North needed to be disrupted.

African Americans shared a variety of responses to the changing 
demographics of Detroit and to the hostility they faced from whites. 
As they moved to the city in large numbers, they joined, built, and 
developed a range of institutions, some of which appealed to poor and 
working-class migrants, and others of which sustained relatively exclu-
sive memberships, appealing to the most well-off African Americans. 
Black Detroiters also engaged in activism designed to defend their col-
lective or individual positions and expand their access to resources. 
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African Americans did not share a single vision of what urban equal-
ity meant or how to achieve it, but each person fought in her or his 
own way to challenge the racial status quo. African American cultural, 
social, and political visibility increased dramatically in Detroit during 
the First Great Migration as black people streamed into the city and 
participated in public life. Many whites saw African Americans’ new 
visibility and their challenges to the existing racial order as disruptions 
to urban peace.

Many studies that examine black political life in the North in the 
first half of the 1920s focus on the enormous popularity of the Univer-
sal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) and its charismatic leader, 
Marcus Garvey. Detroit’s UNIA chapter boasted more than 4,000 
members at its peak in early 1923, and could attract four times that 
many African Americans to its largest local marches, when the black 
population of the city hovered around 50,000.16 These parades were 
regal affairs. They represented a rare opportunity for black Detroit-
ers to comfortably and safely possess city space, reshaping their rela-
tionship to urban power for a celebratory day. The UNIA encouraged 
black Detroiters to build an African American community economy 
centered on black-owned businesses that could operate independently 
of the predominantly white city. While the vast majority of UNIA fol-
lowers were employed by whites, the association’s vision captured their 
imaginations and helped shape their relationship to urban politics. As 
Michael McGerr observes, the majority of black Americans had “little 
reason to place their faith in state power and little reason to believe 
they could gain it. Skepticism about the state .  .  . helps explain [their] 
emphasis on self-help and self-development.”17 Thus Garveyism func-
tioned as a model for UNIA members’ distance from urban political 
institutions from which they felt alienated. Leaders of the group posi-
tioned themselves explicitly against reform organizations that fought 
for integration, recognition from whites, or a greater piece of municipal 
resources. To them, groups like the NAACP and the Urban League were 
insufficiently independent of white society. Garveyites argued against 
those organizations’ engagement with the city’s white-led public and 
private institutions. John Charles Zampty, for example, an early and 
active member of the Detroit branch, suggested that these two groups 
were simply “asking for . . . handouts.” He advocated instead for a turn 
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away from the government and toward black-owned private businesses 
as the potential answer to African Americans’ problems.18

Leaders of the Urban League and the NAACP certainly supported 
the expansion of independent black businesses alongside Garvey-
ites, but they rejected the idea that building the black business sector 
could provide the answer to African Americans’ myriad challenges. The 
Urban League was a social service agency with a small paid staff of three 
to five full-time caseworkers. The NAACP waged political campaigns, 
principally lobbying white leaders in both the public and private sectors 
to respect African Americans and provide them with equal access to 
city resources and city space. Organizing the black elite to participate 
in these efforts, it appealed to all black residents to become members 
by contributing at least fifty cents in annual dues. Rather than rejecting 
engagement with the white city, NAACP leaders saw participation in 
white-dominated institutions as the avenue through which black mar-
ginalization could be addressed.

Leaders of these groups, most of whom were members of the city’s 
small black middle class, saw themselves as exemplary local citizens and 
positioned themselves as political leaders of the race. They believed that 
alliances with powerful whites would benefit African Americans, and 
they worked to garner the support of white liberals, recruiting promi-
nent whites like Couzens and Stevens to sit on their boards of direc-
tors. Fifty percent of the members of the DUL’s twenty-six-member 
board were white.19 Over the 1920s, as the city government expanded 
and leaders became more consistently committed to reform, African 
American elites found that they had more official avenues through 
which they could express their concerns and develop access to conven-
tionally recognized political power. This approach impacted the tone, 
course, and fervor of their protest, since their interest in state-oriented 
activism often meant that they identified with the needs and concerns 
of government leaders. White liberals were drawn to the Urban League 
and the NAACP because leaders of these groups welcomed them and 
believed that working within existing political systems would deliver 
an expansion of rights and resources to black Detroiters. While each 
of these groups pushed for greater racial equality, they were funda-
mentally reformist —  committed to the belief that existing institutions 
needed to be changed, not fully reinvented. Like white liberals, these 
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organizations criticized African American working-class comportment 
as a potential problem for full assimilation, suggesting that poor black 
migrants were compromised in the urban North because of their own 
deficiencies. Thus, the Urban League and the NAACP helped connect 
black elites to white city leaders around a set of shared concerns.

Although some NAACP activists were also members of nationalist 
groups, their nationalism per se did not play an important role when 
they turned toward the city government and its white leaders. In their 
struggles for equality, NAACP and the Urban League leaders argued 
that race should not serve as a valid grounds for distinguishing city 
residents from each other in the realms of politics, housing, or access 
to public resources. Drawing on the liberal language of equality, leaders 
of these institutions rejected the race-specific language of the Garvey 
movement and UNIA. Reform groups like the local NAACP and Urban 
League believed that African Americans should build their political 
power through their identities as citizens of Detroit —  a geographi-
cally specific locality populated by both white and black residents. 
Garvey’s UNIA did not engage politics on this scale. Instead, Garvey’s 
nationalism engaged African Americans as members of all-black, sepa-
rate, and independent communities across local, national, and inter-
national settings.

Rather than examining the broad range of black associational life in 
Detroit in the 1920s, this chapter focuses on African American liber-
als. It considers those individuals and groups that engaged white city 
leaders and residents in a push for fuller access to existing structures of 
power. These black liberals certainly challenged elements of the racially 
hierarchical status quo, as White’s letter to Couzens illustrates. They 
capitalized on white leaders’ increasing commitment to race neutrality, 
and on African Americans’ slowly expanding access to state institutions. 
However, by primarily aligning themselves with liberal white leaders, 
whose vision of racial equality remained limited by concerns about 
urban disorder, they contributed to the production and legitimacy of 
northern racial liberalism. The modern racial liberal state, character-
ized by its leaders’ disinterest in addressing structural racism, was thus 
engineered at the points of struggle and reconciliation between white 
and black liberal leaders.
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Urban Liberalism and Racist Conservatism

Although elections in Detroit had been officially nonpartisan since 
1918, the vast majority of the city’s political elite were Republican in the 
1920s, as were the majority of Detroit’s voters, both white and black. 
Northern urban Republicans were generally pro-business, antiunion, 
and against the regulation of business, but they also contributed to the 
expansion of the local government and its public services in ways that 
may look surprising from the vantage point of the present. They built 
urban institutions and governmental systems oriented toward growth 
and effective city management, extending the legacy of early twentieth-
century reform. For example, Detroit boasted the most expansive state-
funded welfare system of cities its size in the 1920s.20 The 1920s also saw 
the vast expansion of urban infrastructure, including the annexation of 
huge swaths of new land, the public platting of streets, and the enlarge-
ment of the city’s water system, sewers, and electrical grid. Under Mayor 
Couzens, the city of Detroit built its own public street railway system 
and subsequently bought the operations of the privately owned Detroit 
United Railway Company. Borrowing extensively to pay for these mas-
sive improvements through the 1920s, the city faced crushing debt in 
the 1930s as a result of overexpansion.21

In the early 1920s, some progressives made inroads into Detroit’s 
urban institutions and self-consciously built an alternative to pro- 
business conservatism. Judge Edward Jeffries, who joined the city’s 
criminal court in the 1910s, was a pro-labor advocate who had defended 
members of the Industrial Workers of the World, attended meetings 
of the Socialist Party during the Red Scares of the late 1910s, and sent 
the secretary of the local Board of Commerce to jail for contempt of 
court. As a judge, he was a champion of defendants.22 Jeffries was able 
to maintain his judgeship because elections were at-large and the top 
six vote getters won seats on the bench.

In 1923, a new daily paper, the Detroit Times, helped spearhead an 
expansion of liberal politicians’ power. The paper campaigned to reelect 
Jeffries and unseat a group of four conservative judges who controlled 
the court. Frank Murphy, a young attorney who had been working as 
an assistant prosecutor in the federal district court, joined Jeffries on 
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the ballot, alongside two other liberal candidates. Murphy, who had 
secured his federal appointment through his father’s Democratic Party 
political connections, had made a name for himself prosecuting war 
profiteers. During the campaign, the News and the Free Press supported 
the conservative “Big Four” and attempted to exploit white, middle-
class anxieties about African Americans and their supposed connec-
tions to the criminal “underworld” in attacks against Murphy, Jeffries, 
and the other candidates. Both papers, for example, accused Jerry H. 
Brock, a black “pawnbroker and gambler,” of directing a campaign to 
deliver 20,000 votes to Murphy and Jeffries by “herding” blacks to the 
polls.23 However, with the support of the Detroit Times and African 
American and immigrant voters, Murphy and Jeffries won seats on the 
bench, while two of the four conservative judges lost their positions.24

Conflicts outside of Detroit helped set the stage for white liberals’ 
concerns about maintaining racial peace. In 1919, race riots broke out in 
more than twenty industrial cities, haunting Detroit’s white and black 
residents. These riots claimed scores of lives and scared both white and 
black residents across the nation, stirring up concerns about the impli-
cations of migration. During the two largest conflicts in East St. Louis 
in 1917 and in Chicago in 1919, the fighting lasted for days, coming to 
a halt only after the cities’ leaders called in troops to manage the con-
flict. Images of American cities occupied by military forces in response 
to racial conflict helped confirm both black and white anxieties about 
the fragility of racial peace. While no large-scale race riots broke out in 
Detroit in 1919, the city shared many of the same dynamics that sparked 
rioting in other places.25

The other candidates, Joseph Martin and John Smith, both cam-
paigned against the Klan using the language of northern racial lib-
eralism. Martin, favored by the business community and the city’s 
upper classes, derided Bowles for sustaining a connection to the “un- 
American” KKK but spent little time defending the targets of the Klan’s 
animosity. Smith, a member of the Common Council who served as 
interim mayor, won his principal support among Catholics, African 
Americans, and recently arrived immigrants. Smith was more aggres-
sive in his attacks against Bowles and clearer about defending the 
groups that Klan members derided. Smith dismissed southern whites as 
“ignorant hillbillies,” calling the Klan “an ugly monster from the South.” 
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He thus connected the Klan’s blatant racism to what he described as 
its backward southernness. He also appealed directly to black Detroit-
ers for their votes. Before his stint on the Common Council, Smith had 
served as Detroit’s postmaster and earned a reputation as a friend to 
African Americans by overseeing the hiring of “large number[s]” of 
black workers.26 Ulysses Boykin, a black journalist and stalwart Repub-
lican, remembered Smith’s campaign as having “marked the beginning 
of the rise of the Negro in Detroit as a political factor.” Boykin argued 
that the election of 1924 “paved the way for a large scale registering of 
the Negro vote.”27 Like other northern racial liberals, Smith positioned 
himself against blatant expressions of racism, helped open new avenues 
to black public employment, and invited African Americans into his 
political coalition. At the same time, he remained extremely cautious 
about positions and actions that could be construed as attacks on the 
racial status quo.

The formation and popularity of the Klan in Detroit and other 
northern cities in the early 1920s grew out of the same anxieties that 
sparked these riots and emerged alongside increasingly visible strug-
gles for equality on the part of African American residents. African 
American migration to the urban north during the 1910s and 1920s 
coincided with a dramatic decrease in European immigration, which 
was halted first by war and then by sweeping immigration exclusion 
policies. These shifting demographics left the majority of Detroit’s white 
residents concerned about their ability to sustain their political and 
economic power and exclusivity. A large group of Detroiters, as well 
as whites in cities across the urban North, joined a resurgent Ku Klux 
Klan in the early 1920s. Detroit’s klavern was founded in the summer of 
1921, approximately a month after White and Couzens ended their dis-
pute about whether Detroit’s white leaders had been practicing Klan-
like discrimination. By the fall, the organization boasted 3,000 local 
members but initially did little more than hold meetings. For example, 
when the group attempted to sponsor a Thanksgiving Day parade, it 
quickly called it off after city leaders, responding to African American 
complaints, threatened to arrest attendees. By 1923, Detroit’s Klan gar-
nered more serious local attention when its members staged a series of 
rallies and cross burnings near public buildings. By 1924, the group’s 
membership peaked at 32,000. The mayoral elections of that year were 
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the height of political power for the Klan in Detroit. That summer, after 
the sitting mayor stepped down from office because of illness, the city 
held open primaries for the mayoral race to determine which two can-
didates would make it onto the ballot in November. The Klan’s candi-
date, Charles Bowles, came in third in the primaries and then stayed 
in the race as a write-in candidate. The Klan worked hard to promote 
Bowles’s campaign for the November election, staging the largest meet-
ing of the Klan in the city’s history.28 The night before the November 
election, 25,000 to 50,000 supporters converged on a field in Dearborn 
Township, just outside Detroit, for this Klan-sponsored Bowles rally.

Smith ultimately won the race, but he remained acutely aware of the 
power of the Klan in local politics. Indeed, Bowles would have won the 
election by close to 7,000 votes if the 17,000 ballots with his name mis-
spelled had been included in the count.29 Bowles and Martin split the 
white native-born Protestant vote, while Smith won with enormous 
margins in Catholic and black neighborhoods. This electoral geogra-
phy indicates the wide popularity of Bowles, and thus the Klan, among 
the city’s native-born Protestants. The results also demonstrate that the 
city’s ruling elite —  those men and women who had the power to certify 
or dismiss Bowles’s supporters —  sustained hostility toward the Klan, 
which they perceived as dangerously disruptive to urban order.

The Ossian Sweet Case

Less than a year after Smith defeated Bowles, a high-profile court case 
became a testing ground for northern racial liberal discourse and pol-
itics. By the mid-1920s, housing had become one of the most visible 
sites of struggle between African Americans fighting for fuller access 
to city space and white Detroiters’ opposition to integration. Prior to 
1915, the housing shortage was not an acute problem, but by 1920 decent 
housing was a scarce resource, and the dilapidated and overcrowded 
houses of Paradise Valley became a metaphor for concerns about Afri-
can Americans. As it became easier to find housing after the intense 
wartime shortages abated, housing became an important site of strug-
gle for white Detroiters working against integration. While the NAACP 
reported some instances of violence surrounding black move-ins to pre-
viously all-white neighborhoods through the early 1920s, these tensions 
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peaked in 1925, when the national office was writing to local association 
leaders asking to be kept up to date on the “Detroit housing situation.”30 
That summer, a number of middle-class black families faced violence 
and harassment from their white neighbors when they bought houses 
and moved into majority-white areas. Two heated skirmishes became 
prominent new stories. In both cases, black families were unable to stay 
in their homes because of pressure from white neighbors.31 Finally, at 
the end of the summer, a high-profile case threw these issues onto the 
national stage.

On September 8, 1925, a black couple named Ossian and Gladys 
Sweet moved into a house in an all-white neighborhood on the east side 
of Detroit. The Sweets had postponed their move in order to wait for the 
publicity and animosity to die down from two other highly publicized 
move-ins. Anticipating problems, the Sweets left their infant daugh-
ter with friends. Ossian Sweet’s two brothers, Otis and Henry, along 
with two family friends and the Sweets’ chauffeur, helped the couple 
unload their furniture and their guns into the house, ready to defend 
themselves against their new neighbors. Organized by the Waterworks 
Improvement Association, formed in response to the Sweet move-in, 
an angry crowd of white protesters convened on the Sweets’ front lawn 
and began to heckle the family. The mob dispersed by morning, but it 
reconvened later that day. Threats, vandalism, and harassment persisted 
into the evening while on-duty police officers stood idly by watching 
the scene. The crowd pelted the Sweets’ house with rocks and attacked 
Otis Sweet when he returned that evening for dinner. Finally, a stone 
was thrown through the Sweets’ window, and someone from inside 
the house shot into the crowd, killing one of the white protesters and 
wounding another. The Sweets, along with eight of their friends and 
relatives, were arrested and put on trial for murder.32

Three African American lawyers, all active members of the local 
NAACP, initially represented the Sweets and were confident they 
could win an acquittal based on self-defense. However, Ira Jayne, a 
white Detroit circuit court judge who sat on the executive board of the 
national NAACP, pushed association leaders to hire the most promi-
nent white lawyer they could find to take the case. Jayne, as well as lead-
ers from the national office, including Walter White, were concerned 
that racial tensions in the city, exacerbated by the Sweet shooting, would 
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make it impossible for black attorneys to prevail. The Sweets’ black 
lawyers had already had trouble gaining access to their clients and the 
crime scene. Jayne and White imagined that a white lawyer would face 
fewer obstacles, would have more success managing white- dominated 
urban institutions, and ultimately would procure more sympathy from 
a majority-white jury. They cast their push for a white lawyer as a real-
politik effort to develop a winning strategy. Their decision reflected 
their concerns about alienating liberal white allies and their belief that 
white sympathy was ultimately limited.

Over the protests of the Sweets’ black attorneys, the national NAACP 
approached and ultimately hired Clarence Darrow to represent the 
defendants. In choosing Darrow, the NAACP positioned itself and the 
Sweets’ defense squarely in line with white northern liberals, a central 
part of its vision for how to promote African American rights in the 
urban North. Darrow had just finished representing John T. Scopes for 
teaching the theory of evolution, which he had cast as modern, scien-

The home of Gladys and Ossian Sweet. Image courtesy of the Walter P. Reuther Archives 
of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University.
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tific, and cosmopolitan, against the orthodoxy of creationism and back-
ward southern conservatism. Darrow thus epitomized northern urban 
liberalism at the same time that he brought his fame and a record of 
success to the case.33

Darrow’s approach and outlook were congruent with those of the 
black lawyers he replaced. Cecil L. Rowlette, Charles Mahoney, and Julian 
Perry were some of the highest-profile members of the city’s black 
elite. They sustained close relationships with prominent white liberals 
and shared the belief that civil rights struggles should be fought in the 
courts and won with appeals to justice, equality, and civility. Mahoney, 
for example, had already served three years on the city’s planning com-
mission and was one of Mayor John Smith’s “closer advisors.”34 How-
ever, once he decided to take the advice of Ira Jayne and push to replace 
the Sweets’ black attorneys, Walter White began to cast the three black 
lawyers as incompetent opportunists who were more interested in col-
lecting the sizable fee the association had raised for the Sweets’ defense 
than they were in ensuring the Sweets’ freedom.

After almost a year of proceedings, including one mistrial, Darrow 
convinced an all-white jury to acquit Henry Sweet, and charges were 
subsequently dropped against the other defendants. Essentially, the jury 
ruled that the hostility directed toward African Americans by whites 
had created a climate where it was reasonable for the people inside the 
house to take verbal aggression, vandalism, mob protest, and police 
neglect as threats to their lives. Although the defendants were afraid 
of a mob of northern whites congregated on a Detroit lawn, Dar-
row framed this issue in a manner that underlined southern racism. 
Darrow suggested that white northerners’ concerns about integration 
were rooted in fears they had absorbed from southern whites and that 
Ossian Sweet saw the mob outside his house as menacing because he 
understood it through the lens of his childhood experiences in Florida. 
Sweet witnessed a ruthless lynching at a young age, as well as other acts 
of violence in his hometown. As a young man at Howard University, he 
also lived through the 1919 race riot in Washington, DC, and was ter-
rorized by what he saw.

Sweet also described his knowledge of northern racist violence, 
including his awareness of recent attacks by white mobs on African 
American homebuyers in Detroit. However, he did not relay accounts 
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of personal experiences with racism in the North, as either a victim or 
a witness. Instead, he learned of these assaults through newspapers, 
friends, and acquaintances.35 The experiences that allowed Sweet to see 
the mob on Garland Avenue as threatening enough to justify violent 
self-defense were southern. In Darrow’s closing argument, he recon-
firmed his suggestion that northern racism was an outgrowth of south-
ern hatred. Referring to his recent time in Tennessee during the Scopes 
trial, he explained that southern whites were “pretty raw” when it came 
to African Americans, whose “place,” they believed, “was the place of a 
servant.” Northern whites, he suggested, were “born with some of that 
psychology and some of that feeling,” but they were not the same. When 
they acted similarly, it was the effect of southern mores.36

The Sweet case represented a change in the usual script of white mob 
violence because of the Sweets’ armed self-defense and because of the 
response the violence provoked from the city government. While many 
“black pioneers” held out in the face of harassment, the Sweets’ decision 
to arm themselves meant that they were mounting a new kind of protest 
against harassment. Furthermore, the NAACP turned the Sweet indict-
ment into a test case that tried the legitimacy of armed self-defense as 
a response to white attacks.37 Sweet, his family, and his friends came 
ready to turn their house into a veritable bunker in order to defend the 
sanctity of their new home and to police the boundary between their 
privacy and the public world of the white neighborhood.38

Both the Sweets and Clarence Darrow emphasized the respectability 
of the socially and economically successful black family as a strategy 
to underline their right to security in all parts of Detroit. Between the 
two trials, Gladys and Ossian Sweet traveled in the East and Midwest, 
sharing their stories and raising money among black residents of Balti-
more, New York, and other cities. Often referring to his medical train-
ing in Europe, Dr. Sweet explained that his parents were tenant farmers 
in Florida, that he had supported himself all through school, and that 
he had traveled and studied in Europe, emphasizing a distinction and 
sophistication that few other black or white families could boast. By 
focusing on his social and class positions, Sweet connected the rights of 
privacy and home with his upwardly mobile middle-class family. Like 
Ossian Sweet, Darrow equated the black family’s right to live where 
they pleased with their middle-class income, values, and nuclear family 
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structure, calling the president of Wilberforce University, Sweet’s alma 
mater, as a character witness to demonstrate the doctor’s upstanding 
moral qualities.39 He frequently called Dr. Sweet “doctor” in his argu-
ments and questioning, further emphasizing Sweet’s professional and 
well-respected occupation. In his closing argument, after emphasizing 
the ubiquity of “race prejudice,” Darrow asked the jury, “What kind 
of man is Dr. Sweet? Out of these [ten defendants], half of them are 
at least college graduates, or attending college,” and he compared the 
defendants favorably to the whites who lived near the Garland Ave-
nue house.40

Gladys Sweet also stressed her social, economic, and familial posi-
tions as central to the defendants’ understandings of dignity and re-
spectability. In an interview with the Pittsburgh Courier, Gladys Sweet 
told reporters that she was not involved in the violence, for she was 
cooking a ham in the kitchen for the men. She was literally “making 
a home” in the most traditional way at the moment that white rioters 
attacked her house. By linking these two activities, her cooking and the 
assaults of white protesters, she underlined her own civility, respectabil-
ity, and privacy in the face of the barbarity and incivility of the rioters.

While the Sweets, Clarence Darrow, black newspapers, and promi-
nent African American leaders consistently emphasized the class posi-
tion of the defendants by referring to the Sweets’ education, Dr. Sweet’s 
profession, and the middle-class domesticity of Mrs. Sweet, they also 
articulated the importance of the case as one that affected all blacks. 
Access to housing for the African American middle class would help 
open doors for all African Americans. The anecdote of Gladys Sweet’s 
calm preparation of a ham as the ten men in the front rooms were arm-
ing themselves was repeated by Darrow and by the newspapers.41

On the first day of the trial, more than 500 black residents came 
to the courthouse eager to watch the case and to support the Sweets 
in their defense. When it became apparent that the bailiff was allow-
ing more white than black spectators into the room, African Ameri-
can visitors protested by “becoming very loud and noisy.”42 One black 
woman shoved a white spectator in the hall outside of the courtroom.43 
Several hundred African American spectators religiously attended the 
court proceedings, remaining in the courthouse as the jury deliberated 
until the early morning on the day before Thanksgiving.44 While these 
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spectators may not have shared all aspects of the Sweets’ understanding 
of their fight, the issues of the case clearly resonated with their sense of 
justice in the city.

The Sweet case swelled the ranks of the local NAACP further. The 
organization’s membership jumped to more than 3,000 in 1926,45 dem-
onstrating wide support for a proactive stance in the larger fight for 
racial equality. This was an important turning point for the national 
NAACP, which used the case to build a permanent Legal Defense Fund 
for “cases as may arise involving the Negro’s constitutional and citizen-
ship rights.”46 Local Detroiters got involved in the Sweet case through 
the City Wide Committee for the Sweet Defense Fund, raising more 
than $1,200 in six weeks following the Sweets’ arrests. The committee 
held a mass meeting in the fall of 1925 and received donations from a 
wide range of black organizations across the city, including the Knights 
of Ethiopia.47

The Sweet case also raised the profile of white racial liberals in the 
city. In 1926, when the Ossian Sweet case came to Detroit’s criminal 
court, Judge Murphy, an ambitious young politician, was in charge of 
the docket and assigned the trial to himself. Clarence Darrow had come 
on the case, and it was clear that the trial would garner national atten-
tion. Murphy claimed that the other judges on the bench were afraid to 
touch it, but for him, hearing the case would be “the opportunity of a 
lifetime.”48 By providing a fair trial to the African American defendants 
in a high-profile case, Murphy believed that he could earn a reputation 
as a committed protector of justice and publicize his racial liberalism, 
boosting his political chances. As judge in the Sweet case, Murphy lived 
up to his commitment to fairness. He was roundly reviled by white seg-
regationists for allowing Clarence Darrow latitude in dismissing admit-
tedly racist jurors and for letting Darrow admit evidence about the del-
eterious impact of racial discrimination on defendants’ lives. African 
Americans and white liberals in the city and across the country cele-
brated Murphy as an advocate of fairness and equality.49

Mayor John Smith and Urban Peace

While Judge Murphy used his courtroom to solidify his reputation as a 
racial liberal, the positions taken by John Smith, Detroit’s mayor during 
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the Sweet case, demonstrate the inherent contradictions of northern 
racial liberalism. Mayor Smith’s response to the Sweet case illustrates 
how northern racial liberal leaders, even Smith, who garnered political 
support from African Americans, backed away from their support for 
black rights in the face of racial violence and urban discord. Although 
Mayor Smith was sympathetic to black concerns about white vio-
lence, his response to the shootings demonstrated that he would nei-
ther advocate for residential integration nor defend African Americans 
who faced violent mobs when they moved into white neighborhoods. 
In fact, he went to great lengths to demonstrate that his approach to 
the situation would neither disrupt the racial geography of the city 
nor disturb the power relationship between white and black residents 
of Detroit.

Smith quickly went on record publicizing his views about what he 
saw as the limited role government should play in managing racial ten-
sions. He wrote two open letters —  printed in full on the front page of 
the city’s daily newspapers —  to allay the concerns of white residents 
who, he imagined, would feel threatened by a government response 
to racial violence that recognized the rights of African Americans. He 
simultaneously condemned the Sweets for trying to move into a white 
neighborhood and cautioned African Americans against continuing to 
push for residential integration.50

In his first letter, published four days after the riots and addressed 
to the city’s police commissioner Frank Croul, Smith had only harsh 
words for black pioneers. He suggested that these men and women were 
“incitant[s] of riot and murder,” responsible for the violence against 
them. Their interest in moving into white neighborhoods, he claimed, 
was evidence of their arrogance, vanity, and “personal pride.” Further-
more, while they cast themselves as community leaders, they should be 
seen as “enem[ies] of their race.” In his letter, Smith acknowledged that 
the law guaranteed equal protection to all citizens, but he also clearly 
asserted that African Americans should refrain from claiming their 
rights. For him, black efforts to access equality were inappropriate. “It 
does not always do,” Smith declared, “for any man to demand to its full-
est the right which the law gives him.” He suggested that only “a very 
few colored persons are unwilling to live in sections of the city where 
members of their race predominate,” and he called on the “real leaders 
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of the colored race” to dissipate the “murderous pride” that he believed 
caused the violence. He suggested that any effort on the part of middle-
class black men and women to occupy a social position commensurate 
with their class position was presumptuous and potentially disrupted 
the urban social fabric.51

At the time of the Sweet incident, Smith was campaigning against 
Charles Bowles in upcoming mayoral elections. Smith had learned that 
there would be no primary runoff just two days after the Sweet inci-
dent; the other candidates had dropped out of the race.52 Now, he was 
running only against Bowles, who would have defeated him in the last 
election. Smith worked hard to cast the Klan, which most city resi-
dents associated with Bowles, as responsible for the recent upsurge in 
racial tensions and violence. However, Smith did not criticize the group 
for promoting racism or supporting racist acts. Instead, he accused 
the Klan of cultivating and supporting black protest as a strategy for 
disrupting urban racial peace. He claimed that the Klan was “induc-
ing negroes to move into white neighborhoods.” He also claimed that 
Klan leaders were paying black people to spread rumors among African 
Americans that the city government was excluding black workers from 
public jobs and police protection. There was, he declared, a “constant 
procession” of black agitators “moving in and out of the headquarters 
of a candidate for mayor favored by the Ku Klux Klan.” Smith thus cast 
black criticisms of the government as illegitimate and rooted in Klan-
sponsored agitation.53 He suggested that any kind of race-based claim —  
including black claims for civil inclusion and rights —  should be blamed 
on the Klan and should always be seen as incendiary.

By eliding what he cast as two political extremes, Smith positioned 
himself as a promoter of peace, neither white supremacist nor support-
ive of black struggles for equality. He also turned to the liberal solution 
of governance as a tool for managing racial tensions. In a second open 
letter, Smith reinforced his assertion that extremists had caused the dis-
turbances. He announced the creation of the Mayor’s Interracial Com-
mittee (MIC) to study the problem —  confident that “among the great 
majority of persons of each race a spirit of common sense and sensible 
co-operation can be utilized.”54
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The Mayor’s Interracial Committee

Mayor John Smith’s Interracial Committee represents a strategy for 
managing race in urban environments that was a model for liberal 
politicians in their effort to deal with racial conflict and black activism 
through the next decade. Smith built a public institution designed to 
address racial tensions and, in doing so, cast himself as interested in 
black equality and racial peace. At the same time, the Interracial Com-
mittee was an advisory body whose recommendations Smith largely 
ignored. By developing an urban institution with little real power, Smith 
exposed his disinterest in responding substantively to black demands or 
in designing strategies that would reallocate the racial distribution of 
resources or power in northern cities.

Northern racial liberal leaders began to build government institu-
tions designed to help address racial conflict in the 1910s and 1920s. 
The commissions and committees they established were weak advisory 
bodies, set up to examine the causes of racial violence and make recom-
mendations to mayors and city councils about how to calm discord and 
avoid future conflict. They had no legislative power, and their architects 
rarely acted on their often-extensive recommendations. However, for 
African Americans, they had important symbolic weight as the first 
state institutions designed to address black concerns. These commit-
tees and commissions strengthened elite African Americans’ relation-
ships with white liberal leaders and institutions, offered a handful of 
employment opportunities to black social scientists and social work-
ers, and helped amplify the influence of African American –  produced 
discourses about race relations. Finally, they became a repository for 
complaints about racism and discrimination. In so doing, they helped 
produce the sense among African Americans that their grievances had 
a new legitimacy in the eyes of the state. However, at the same time 
that these committees and commissions opened new doors for African 
Americans, they also helped isolate black residents’ concerns about dis-
crimination and racial violence from other aspects of city governance 
under the auspices that these issues were receiving special and more 
direct attention.

Many historians have used commission reports to examine the tex-
ture of black life in the urban North, but few have paid attention to 
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these commissions’ political function. Clearly, these bodies failed to 
eliminate racial violence in northern cities. They did help shape emerg-
ing liberal discourse about how to manage increasing racial diversity. 
Mayor Smith’s committee, for example, represented a new strategy on 
the part of Detroit’s liberal leaders because it was the first time that city 
leaders were willing to recognize racial conflict as a problem that the 
government could or should address. Like northern racial liberals in 
other cities, Smith established the committee to show white and black 
Detroiters that he was addressing a problem that everyone agreed had 
spun out of control. At the same time, by appointing an Interracial 
Committee with little power, he was limiting the role the state agreed to 
play in the resolution of racial conflict.

Smith drew on the model of other northern cities in establishing this 
committee. The first similar state-appointed commission to study race 
relations as a response to racial violence was formed in Chicago in 1919 
after a catastrophic race riot. City and state leaders faced significant 
pressure from social and civic organizations, including many African 
American groups, to do something about the tensions that had led to 
days of violence. Illinois governor Frank Lowden appointed the Chi-
cago Commission on Race Relations, an interracial group of thirteen 
prominent businesspeople, government officials, professionals, and 
clergy, to investigate the causes of the conflict and make recommen-
dations about how to avoid future problems. The report, published as 
The Negro in Chicago: A Study of Race Relations and a Race Riot, listed 
fifty-nine recommendations for resolving racial tensions, including the 
razing of substandard housing, an increase in recreational centers for 
the city’s black residents, the elimination of discrimination in public 
facilities, more schools in black areas, and better police protection for 
African Americans. These recommendations, most of which called for 
structural changes, included proposals that middle-class black activists 
had been promoting since the beginning of the First Great Migration.55 
Ultimately, few recommendations in the report, which was published 
three years after the riots, were taken up by the city or the state.

As riots and racial conflict hit other urban areas, government offi-
cials looked to Chicago as a model for establishing similar interracial 
commissions. These commissions relied on the developing field of race 
relations and drew on the expertise of black social scientists and social 
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workers, whose priorities were reflected in the commissions’ findings.56 
In Chicago, for example, commissioners appointed Charles S. Johnson 
to take charge of the research. Johnson, an African American sociolo-
gist who had received his PhD in 1917 from the University of Chicago, 
had served as the director of research for the Chicago Urban League.57 
Black sociologists thus helped shape the conclusions of these commis-
sions, contributing to the production of northern racial liberalism as an 
ideology. Soon after the Chicago Commission disbanded, the national 
leadership of the NAACP and other national black leaders joined 
together to push President Warren G. Harding to form an interracial 
commission for the United States, but to no avail.58

These reports were quite similar to each other. For example, all of 
the studies examined the “conditions” of black neighborhoods as an 
avenue for understanding discrimination. The reports included strong 
denunciations of white efforts to enforce segregation, but they also took 
African Americans to task for activism that could be seen as disruptive 
to urban order. As black sociologists St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton 
observed two decades later, these reports criticized African Americans 
for “thinking and talking too much in terms of race alone” and encour-
aged black residents to move away from a growing consciousness of 
race.59 This argument reflected northern racial liberals’ push toward 
an approach to race relations that was invested in muting both white 
hostility and black defense. It also reflected elite African Americans’ 
willingness to shy away from protest that could be cast as disruptive of 
the urban order. Commissioners’ findings also drew heavily on exist-
ing sociological literature on race relations and community formation. 
Most of the sociological interest in these issues came from black schol-
ars already working to develop an understanding of race relations and 
black experiences more generally.

Mayor Smith adopted this approach in Detroit. One week after the 
Sweets were arrested, Smith appointed six white and six African Ameri-
can men to serve on the city’s first interracial board. He charged the 
commissioners with studying racial violence and tensions in the city, 
explaining that “discussion and mutual understanding” would permit a 
solution to the problem of race-based civic disorder. Smith chose Tracy 
McGregor, a politically active supporter of urban reform and son of a 
wealthy auto manufacturer, to head the committee. McGregor was a 
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prominent philanthropist who ran a relief institute that served the larg-
est number of African American recipients of private relief in the city.60

Members of the Mayor’s Interracial Committee had different ideas 
about the role of the state in resolving and managing racial conflict than 
Smith did. First, they took their role more seriously than Smith might 
have wanted. After a year studying the problem, committee members 
concluded that they had no “quick means of assuring harmony between 
the races.” Instead, they offered suggestions about how the city gov-
ernment could help to build “mutual understanding and sympathy” 
between white and black residents. Their recommendations included 
forthright critiques of public institutions for neglecting African Ameri-
cans and practicing discrimination, as well as suggestions for how the 
city government could begin to enforce politicians’ stated commitment 
to equality. None of their recommendations was implemented, and the 
committee was disbanded soon after it submitted its report.61

Smith paid little attention to the findings of his Interracial Com-
mittee but found its existence politically useful. In the spring of 1926, 
a few months after the Ossian Sweet case drew to a close, he appointed 
a new Interracial Committee “with the purpose of helping to bring 
about more harmonious relations between colored and white people 
in the city.”62 Like the first group, this “semi-official inter-race commit-
tee” would make recommendations to the administration about how 
to handle racial problems and serve as a clearinghouse for complaints 
about discrimination.63 This time, Smith appointed the Reverend Rein-
hold Niebuhr to head the group. Niebuhr, a liberal white pastor at the 
Bethel Evangelical Church, had gained local and national prominence 
for his criticisms of labor practices at the Ford Motor Company and 
concern about labor conditions for African Americans in Ford’s found-
ries. Niebuhr would go on to become a nationally known social jus-
tice theologian.

Like the first group, the members of the new committee included 
prominent black and white businesspeople, government officials, and 
clergy.64 Both groups had substantial political clout and connections, 
which seemed to evidence Smith’s commitment to the endeavor. How-
ever, like the work of the first group, Smith and other city officials ulti-
mately ignored the second group’s recommendations. Smith’s treatment 
of his interracial committees reveals the limited scope of northern 



Protecting Urban Peace >> 91

liberal political commitment to African American equality to study 
rather than address racism in city government.

The Negro in Detroit

As the basis for their recommendations to the mayor, Detroit’s Inter-
racial Committee hired a team of black and white social workers and 
sociologists to conduct a comprehensive study of “racial conditions in 
Detroit.”65 Having received no funding from the mayor, they secured 
a grant from the Detroit Community Fund to pay for the study.66 The 
Negro in Detroit, a 700-page volume, contained detailed statistics and 
vivid descriptions of Detroit’s African American neighborhoods and 
residents. The report, like others of its kind, was shaped by contempo-
rary social scientific discourse about black urban life. Social scientists 
in the mid-1920s tended to characterize African Americans in north-
ern cities as “disorganized” but “ascribed [their] social problems to the 
social environment” rather than racially shared biological deficiencies.67 
This liberal analysis, which won prominence in the 1910s and 1920s, 
reflected a move away from the scientific racism that had characterized 
social scientific discourse and popular perceptions of black inferior-
ity earlier in the century. It also represented the expanding influence 
of work by black social scientists whose small but growing numbers 
were helping to reshape academic racial knowledge and whose ideas 
reflected the commitments of Detroit’s elite black civil rights activists.68 
Ultimately, social scientific language about black urban life came to be 
embraced by white liberal politicians, even as many of the same politi-
cians demonstrated little interest in social scientists’ often modest pre-
scriptions for how the state should address persistent racial conflict.

The Negro in Detroit was based on interviews and surveys with 1,000 
black families along with reports from agencies that served African 
Americans. It was split into eleven sections addressing population, 
industry, thrift and business, housing, health, recreation, education, 
crime, religion, community organization, and welfare. The two princi-
pal investigators were Forrester B. Washington, who had become exec-
utive secretary of Philadelphia’s Urban League, and Robert T. Lansdale, 
a white sociologist from the University of Michigan. Other investiga-
tors included sociology and social work graduate students and faculty 
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from universities across the state, as well as “25 colored field workers, all 
of whom had college or social work training.”69

The Negro in Detroit exposed its researchers’ ambivalence about 
where to place blame for black inequality. Researchers vacillated be-
tween claiming that racism structured black life and generated African 
American poverty and claiming that inequality was rooted in African 
Americans’ inability and/or unwillingness to assimilate into northern 
urban culture. In some sections of the report, researchers emphasized 
the role that government and private institutions —  like businesses, 
voluntary associations, and unions —  played in producing segregation 
and supporting racism. In other sections, they reserved their ire for 
African Americans, whom they cast as authors of their own misery 
and “disorganization.” Ultimately, the report suggested, both dynam-
ics were at play in Detroit. This analysis had important implications for 
Inter racial Committee prescriptions about how the local government 
should ensure urban racial peace, limiting its authors’ calls for institu-
tional changes and inviting strategies to correct black “disorganization” 
focused on educating African Americans to make appropriate choices.

Authors of The Negro in Detroit, like authors of other 1920s studies of 
black urban life produced for similar committees, were also torn about 
the origins of urban racial disorder. They often suggested that inter-
racial violence was rooted in white enforcement of black inequality, an 
analysis that would call on the state to rectify, if not address, inequality 
itself. However, in some sections, the report put forth apolitical expla-
nations for the origins of violence such as racial misunderstanding or 
fear, both of which could be easily divorced from the social, cultural, 
and economic contexts within which they emerged. If urban racial 
violence was not necessarily about the structural enforcement of black 
inequality, then prescriptions to change it did not need to focus on rec-
tifying even gross racial disparities.

This ambivalence about the origins of racial violence reflected the 
Interracial Committee’s political centrism, which it pronounced in the 
opening pages of its recommendations to the mayor. It was “improba-
ble,” the authors claimed, “that any recommendations of this Committee 
will meet the unqualified favor of extremists on either side.”70 Members 
of the committee were careful not to suggest too-radical alternatives 
or a too-fast pace for change because, they believed, white Detroiters’ 
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racism would stand in the way of more fundamental changes. “The final 
solution,” committee members argued, “must wait upon the cultivation 
of better understanding and the diminution of prejudice in the public at 
large.”71 As long as racism was located in the minds of whites, this logic 
suggested, the city was limited in its ability to intervene: all the govern-
ment could do was manage racial tensions, but it could neither address 
nor help to resolve discrimination because prejudice was rooted in the 
hearts and minds of individuals over whom the state had little con-
trol. Liberals thus acknowledged that racism existed in Detroit at the 
same time that they absolved both themselves and the growing state of 
responsibility for its elimination.

Indeed, the Interracial Committee’s recommendations reflected its 
perception that its work required navigating a field of political land-
mines. In the face of anticipated opposition, the committee often opted 
to recognize the role of racism in shaping white perceptions of Afri-
can Americans and the interracial city, but it pulled back from rec-
ommendations that would openly challenge these ideas. For example, 
in the section on housing, the committee dismissed claims that there 
was a “loss of real estate value” when African Americans moved into 
majority- white neighborhoods, suggesting that “in many cases the rent-
als and sale prices increased.” However, the committee believed that its 
task was “to suggest solutions which, while not imperiling legal rights 
[of African Americans], will also not ignore the cultivated or instinc-
tive race prejudices of large sections of the [white] community or the 
fear that race migrations may result in loss of real estate values, as real 
factors in the situation.”72 For the committee, racism was a problem the 
state could not directly address because government action would likely 
fuel the flames of white racist anxiety and reaction.

The reports’ authors saw segregation as a strategy for cultivating 
racial harmony and described “this tendency” as “conducive to commu-
nity peace.”73 The committee thus supported a separate-but-equal vision 
of residential segregation, falling back on the apolitical claim that city 
residents of all races had a “natural tendency” to live in their “own com-
munities.” Indeed, it argued, African Americans’ principal interest in 
white neighborhoods was their desire to gain “equal civic facilities with 
whites.” Rather than working toward integration, the committee sug-
gested strategies for discouraging “this general tendency.” City officials, 
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committee members suggested, should work to ensure that African 
American neighborhoods were as desirable as white neighborhoods 
by cracking down on violence and educating African Americans about 
“the special desirability of keeping their houses painted and their yards 
in attractive condition.” While the report made some structural sugges-
tions, including improving city services to black neighborhoods, such 
as more policing, providing incentives for banks to extend loans to Afri-
can Americans, and encouraging contractors to build housing in black 
areas, it emphasized African Americans’ responsibility for keeping their 
neighborhoods clean and attractive. Ultimately, the report suggested, a 
permanent “committee of white and colored persons” would have “the 
responsibility for encouraging Negro groups in the proper care of their 
property and for exercising vigilance upon governmental agencies that 
flagrant neglect of Negro districts may be prevented.”74

At the same time that the committee allowed for the possibility that 
residential segregation was necessary for urban peace, it also recog-
nized that racism shaped African Americans’ access to city resources 
and justice. In the second section titled “Crime and Police,” the reports’ 
authors claimed that it was “obvious” that “exact and even justice for 
the members of the minority race (in this case the Negroes) is still 
an un attained ideal.” The report thus moved back and forth between 
a recognition that racism shaped African Americans’ experiences in 
the city and the assertion that African Americans were themselves re-
sponsible for at least some, if not a majority, of the animosity directed 
toward them. While the report explained that “in many cases Negroes 
are treated with undue severity, not to say brutality, by the police,” it 
still asserted that “the decrease in lawlessness in the Negro community 
must wait upon a completer adjustment of the newer migrant to the 
social conditions of the city,” which would ostensibly discourage her or 
him from crime.75

The rest of the report continued on in this manner. In each section, 
the committee pointed to the inadequacy of city services and chronic 
prejudices directed toward black people while simultaneously pointing 
to black inadequacies to help explain the persistence of white preju-
dice. In every section, the committee reminded its readers that prog-
ress would be slow and that both white residents and African Ameri-
cans would have to change. Ultimately, the Interracial Committee’s 
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recommendations demonstrate that northern racial liberalism, while 
sympathetic to the problems that black residents faced, simultaneously 
blamed working-class African Americans for their inability to over-
come poverty or defeat racism.

Although The Negro in Detroit and the Interracial Committee did 
not propose radical changes, even the report’s fairly modest sugges-
tions fell on deaf ears. Mayor John Smith shared committee members’ 
ambivalence about the causes of racism but showed little interest in 
addressing black concerns beyond his appointment of the Interracial 
Committee itself. The mayor allocated no money for its study, and The 
Negro in Detroit received a very limited distribution. The grant that the 
committee received covered the cost of the research but not the cost 
of the report’s reproduction or dissemination. One anonymous donor 
financed the publishing, printed 100 copies, and “gave them about as 
he saw fit.”76 Even within the narrow purview of the Interracial Com-
mittee’s mandate, the city’s support for its work was limited and thus 
fulfilled Smith’s limited vision of its role within the city government.

Conclusion

Under pressure from African Americans and in response to shifting 
northern racial ideologies, Detroit’s white business and municipal lead-
ers increasingly expressed disdain for acts of racial discrimination and 
support for a northern racial system that they saw as more just than 
the South’s. However, as their actions in the 1920s illustrate, the mainte-
nance of urban racial peace was a higher priority for them than enforc-
ing racial equality. Instead of considering strategies for alleviating the 
discrepancies between the lives of black and white Detroiters, white lib-
eral leaders sought a way to manage racial conflicts. Even though they 
saw themselves as allies of all urban residents, including African Amer-
icans, the ideological limits of liberalism gave them the tools to oversee 
rather than resolve structural inequalities. For example, Frank Couzens 
suggested that racial difference and stratification became political prob-
lems when groups like the Ku Klux Klan, or what he characterized as 
the overly defensive black activists of the NAACP, pushed these ques-
tions into the public sphere. Mollifying and dismissing these extremists 
was at the top of Couzens’s agenda.
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The groundwork for northern racial liberalism was laid in response 
to the changing urban landscape in Detroit during and after World 
War I. Residents agreed that the city was becoming interracial, but what 
that meant and how it shaped local politics and access to resources 
remained hotly contested. Debates over racial boundaries and the rights 
of African Americans became more magnified in Detroit in the 1920s. 
For African Americans, local conflicts between black and white men 
and women confirmed the importance of struggles for equality and full 
citizenship in the city. For white leaders, the crescendo of black-white 
racial conflict produced an urgent sense that they needed to create a 
language and a set of strategies that could help quell racially motivated 
violence and sustain urban peace. Liberal whites’ commitment to urban 
peace, which they often cast as in tension with urban justice, shaped the 
limits of their solidarity with black struggles for equality.

Public debates about African Americans’ roles in Detroit and about 
the meanings of racial boundaries were fought among black and white 
residents and subsequently managed by the city’s white governing elite. 
While city leaders used northern racial liberalism as a tool to manage 
growing black dissent and white hostility toward African Americans, 
the language they used was distinctly different from that used by the 
resurgent Ku Klux Klan and other explicitly antiblack organizations 
that had gained popularity in the urban North early in the decade. 
However, these white leaders were ambivalent about black equality, and 
their policies reflected their hesitation. At the same time they rejected 
Klan-style expressions of antiblack hostility, they cast African Ameri-
cans as less than deserving of full citizenship. White northern leaders 
made persistent, if often implicit, comparisons to the racial mores of 
the American South, deflecting racism onto a place that they charac-
terized as backward. What was happening in Detroit, they consistently 
suggested, was not a problem that required fixing; the racial institutions 
that demanded challenge and repair could be found in Alabama, Mis-
sissippi, and Georgia. 
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Between Ossian Sweet and the Great Depression

Tolerance and Northern Racial Liberal Discourse in the Late 1920s

In March 1927, members of the Mayor’s Interracial Committee de-
livered addresses at both African American and white YMCAs and 
churches across the city to discuss “race relationship[s] and race preju-
dice, [their] cause and cure.” These lectures were part of the MIC’s 
attempt to promote interracial tolerance among the city’s residents. 
They were conducted a year and a half after Ossian and Gladys Sweet 
faced an angry mob of white rioters on their front lawn, and just eight 
months after all charges were dropped against the defendants for kill-
ing a white protestor. During their visits, representatives of the MIC 
administered surveys to listeners, asking attendees to report on their 
beliefs about African Americans, black rights, segregation, and dis-
crimination. The Interracial Committee, formed in response to the 
Sweet affair, was also attempting to measure racial feeling in order to 
identify and quell potential conflict. The results of one survey, con-
ducted at a men’s Bible study class at a white church, capture white 
Detroiters’ profound ambivalence about African American equality 
and racial integration.

While the MIC survey was limited by its small sample size —  sixty 
men responded —  the results point to white acceptance of the paradoxi-
cal logics of northern racial liberalism. The men answering the survey 
may have been more progressive than white Detroiters in general, since 
they attended a church that was willing to work with the Interracial 
Committee and since they agreed to respond to the MIC’s question-
naire. At the same time, they were not racial radicals. As a group, they 
accepted mainstream ideas about African Americans, racial integration, 
and black equality; a majority expressed sympathy for black struggles 
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but antipathy toward integration. Their answers illustrate that main-
stream white ideas about race were varied and conflicted, characterized 
by a tension between tolerance and measured suspicion.

A majority of respondents claimed to embrace the principles that 
African Americans should not be confined to “labor and servant posi-
tions” (73 percent), were negatively affected by “a lack of opportunity 
due to physical, economic and political forces” (75 percent), and should 
have access to “equal educational opportunities” provided by the city 
and state (90 percent). These opinions suggest that Detroit’s whites held 
a more sympathetic understanding of African Americans then they had 
earlier in the century, one that recognized that racism shaped African 
Americans’ experiences and that black Detroiters deserved more access 
to state resources. Almost 50 percent agreed that newspapers gave “an 
exaggerated emphasis on the Negroes’ connection with crime,” and 
only 12 percent agreed with the notion that the “Ku Klux Klan has been 
a helpful influence in building a better citizenship.” These responses 
suggest that white Detroiters had moved away from support for the 
segregationist politics that groups like the Klan represented and toward 
more liberal and tolerant sensibilities about race.

At the same time, however, a significant minority of the same respon-
dents (40 percent) expressed their collective suspicion that African 
Americans lived in “slum conditions” because of their “shiftlessness.” 
Indeed, only 32 percent disagreed with this claim. Majorities or signifi-
cant minorities of the survey group subscribed to ideas about African 
Americans and segregation that betrayed their collective doubts about 
black Detroiters and integration. Fewer than half of all respondents dis-
agreed with the statement that whites were “born mentally superior” 
to nonwhites, which means that more than half of the survey sample 
doubted the innate mental capacities of nonwhites. Respondents were 
also torn about segregation. More than two-thirds rejected the notion 
that segregation “aggravate[d] race friction,” suggesting that they saw 
it as neutral or potentially positive for race relations. At the same 
time, a large majority of respondents (78 percent) believed that a “self- 
respecting Negro” would not want to be among white people “except 
where he is wanted.” They thus believed that segregation had more to do 
with social preferences and comfort than the enforcement of inequal-
ity. Finally, in one of the most revealing questions, 60 percent of the 
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group rejected the idea that “the Negro must be kept in his place —  by 
force if necessary,” a collective response that suggests that whites were 
more accepting of African Americans’ presence in Detroit than they 
had been previously. However, a significant minority of respondents 
(39 percent) believed that the violent suppression of black challenges 
to existing racial hierarchies either was necessary or could be a toler-
able political position. These answers were contained in the very same 
survey that concluded that African Americans were victims of racism 
and deserving of equal rights. Many respondents did not see such ideas 
as inconsistent. Indeed, such apparent contradictions shaped the ter-
rain of white public opinion and political culture in Detroit in the late 
1920s.1 Ultimately, a majority of respondents believed that the city gov-
ernment should delegate resources in a more racially equitable manner, 
rejected the idea that African Americans were morally or ethically cor-
rupt, and believed that black workers should not be locked into menial 
jobs. Majorities or significant minorities of the same group expressed 
serious doubts about whether the city’s African Americans should or 
could be integrated into the urban polity alongside whites. In their 
simultaneous sympathy and blame, embrace for rights and support for 
segregation, the Detroiters responding to the MIC survey captured the 
tensions at the heart of northern racial liberalism, which in turn shaped 
the city’s politics at every level.

Tolerance

Detroit’s white politicians shared survey respondents’ ambivalence 
about African American equality. Even white liberal politicians har-
bored concerns about the consequences of racial integration and grow-
ing black political power. They did not, however, express their reser-
vations in explicitly racist terms. Instead, they saw their approach as a 
sharp departure from the antiblack sentiment that characterized white 
supremacist politics in the first half of the decade. Nevertheless, their 
move toward embracing interracial equality was still fraught with ten-
sions. White liberals cast themselves as pragmatists and worried aloud 
about whether the city’s white majority would withstand the pace of 
change that black activists pushed for. However, as a closer look at their 
ideas illustrates, their embrace of gradualism was also rooted in their 
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often unself-conscious embrace of elements of the existing racially hier-
archical order.2

Frank Murphy, an ambitious local judge, self-identified liberal, and 
future mayor, provides an important example of how white liberals’ 
gradualism reflected these conflicting notions about race and Afri-
can Americans. In a speech on the “races question” in the late 1920s, 
he celebrated tolerance as the first step toward building a more racially 
equal urban polity. Murphy had grown up in Harbor Beach, Michi-
gan, a lakefront town about a hundred miles north of Detroit. He came 
from a comfortably middle-class, Irish Catholic family. His father, a 
lawyer, was active in Democratic state politics and had helped Murphy 
secure his first political appointment as a federal prosecutor in the early 
1920s.3 Murphy encouraged native-born whites to tolerate immigrant 
and African American Detroiters. At the same time, however, he sug-
gested that some aspects of existing racial hierarchies were natural and 
acceptable. For example, invoking well-known eugenicist notions that 
biologically inferior immigrants were breeding too quickly and would 
thus lower the nation’s racial quality, Murphy expressed concerns that 
the “natural and unobstructed reproductiveness” of “immigrant set-
tlers” was outpacing the “normal fecundity” of the “native American 
element.” Murphy’s promotion of equality was thus equivocal —  he per-
sistently celebrated tolerance as a political and social approach to inter-
group relations, even as he confirmed popular fears about the dangers 
posed by burgeoning immigrant populations.4

Murphy’s perception of African Americans was similarly both sym-
pathetic and condescending. He saw discrimination and segregation as 
potent and corrupt forces that kept African Americans poor and vul-
nerable to exploitation. However, he did not regard African Americans 
as agents who could capably address these issues. He suggested instead 
that they were inadequate to the task of helping themselves because of 
the “environmental” problems that had emerged as a consequence of 
their tireless mistreatment. In other words, poverty and discrimination 
had had a toxic effect on African Americans, whose lack of sophistica-
tion paralyzed their progress. Immigrant “newcomers” were experienc-
ing “evolution and upward march .  .  . in every activity,” but the only 
action he attributed to African Americans was their fall as “easy prey to 
schemes and exploiters.”5
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Murphy suggested that policy solutions from above were inadequate 
to the task of changing race relations because they would fail to change 
white attitudes, which he saw as central to the maintenance of inequal-
ity. He believed instead that the solution to the “races question” involved 
two distinct stages. During both stages, liberals would work to popu-
larize their commitment to “tolerance and good temper” in the pres-
ent, especially on the part of the “100 per centers.” Teaching Protestant, 
native-born whites to endure and even accept immigrants’ and African 
Americans’ social and cultural practices would be a move toward equal-
ity. For the future, though, Murphy had separate visions for European-
descended immigrants, who would assimilate, and African Americans, 
who would continue to be tolerated. For white immigrants, he saw 
intermarriage and Protestantism as centrally important. “When Abie of 
the [Jewish] Ghetto takes Rosie from Corktown [a working-class, Irish 
Catholic neighborhood] before the Methodist minister to plight their 
troth, the process of assimilation is far along.” However, Murphy did 
not suggest that intermarriage between blacks and whites would be a 
marker of the successful resolution of the “races question.” Unlike white 
immigrants, who should intermarry and assimilate, African Ameri-
cans, in Murphy’s view, could not blend into American society. Having 
been victimized by racism, they were not prepared to be effective politi-
cal advocates for themselves. Instead, they should trust in white liber-
als’ promotion of tolerance as the best possible strategy for addressing 
inequality. Their future was one in which they would be truly, rather 
than begrudgingly, tolerated.6

The principle of “tolerance” was both the beginning and the end of 
northern racial liberals’ prescription for the problems of African Amer-
icans, suggesting only a gradual move toward acceptance and citizen-
ship, each of which would be fulfilled in an undefined future. By the late 
1920s, tolerance language had become the reigning, though contested, 
political discourse for public conversations about African Americans in 
Detroit, a development that both white liberals and African Americans 
celebrated. However, as political theorist Wendy Brown has shown, tol-
erance language is double-edged. It promises movement toward a more 
equal future for populations that need to be tolerated but also helps 
mark these populations as subject. Excluded by hatred and thus politi-
cally impotent, tolerated populations are victims rather than agents. 
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Unable to shape their own futures, they need to rely on powerful liberals 
to be their advocates, extend them resources, and ultimately, but gradu-
ally, pull them into the polity. Indeed, in order to maintain their sta-
tus as tolerated, these populations cannot struggle for their own rights, 
since self-determined political mobilization makes them disruptive 
and thus unworthy.7 The explosion of tolerance language about African 
Americans in Detroit in the 1910s and 1920s, as well as its importance to 
liberals as a template for achieving African American equality, can best 
be understood through Brown’s insights. The liberal promotion of toler-
ance language failed to achieve its goal of producing a racially equitable 
city. Gaining currency at the end of the 1920s, these ideas about African 
Americans shaped urban political discourse in Detroit. This discourse, 
in turn, contributed to the deeply rooted inequalities upon which the 
local New Deal state would be built.

By the time Murphy delivered his speech on the “races question,” the 
popularity of Detroit’s Klan had waned considerably, and explicit cel-
ebrations of white supremacy had become less visible along the main-
stream political spectrum than they had been early in the decade. Pro-
ponents of tolerance represented their project as a necessary first step 
on the long road toward racial inclusion. However, the popularity of 
this language among whites was neither a turn toward egalitarianism 
nor antiracism. Few of its white proponents offered clear proposals for 
how racial equality could be achieved in the present, and many did not 
even support that project, in theory or in practice.8 Furthermore, many 
African Americans looked to the state to address and remedy racial 
discrimination, a project that required state officials to see prejudice 
as a real social, political, and structural force rather than viewing it as 
misunderstanding or a lack of tolerance. The Universal Negro Improve-
ment Association and similar nationalist groups rejected the idea of tol-
erance as well. They believed that racially separate economic and civic 
organizations represented African Americans’ best hope for raising 
their collective standard of living and mobilizing urban political power, 
not sympathy from white leaders.9

The language of tolerance that dominated urban political discourse in 
Detroit by the late 1920s was at the heart of northern white liberalism’s 
racial contradictions and structured African Americans’ responses to 
white politics. Northern racial liberalism promised a future that would 
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look distinctly more equal than the racist order of southern society. 
At the same time, however, many of its subscribers helped reproduce 
aspects of the racially hierarchical social order that seemed natural to 
them. Tolerance shaped white liberals’ political rhetoric but represented 
only part of the political story that their policies and practices would 
help produce.

Criminality, Tolerance, and Urban Geography

Frank Murphy’s and other northern racial liberals’ commitment to 
the language of tolerance obscured their unself-conscious embrace of 
aspects of the racially unequal status quo that they understood to be 
the products of sociological and cultural truths rather than political 
choices. Rather than invoke innate inferiority, northern racial liberals 
used the languages of culture, difference, and deprivation to explain the 
persistence of racial hierarchies. One important example of this trend 
was the connection they drew between black Detroiters, criminality, 
and dependence. Frank Murphy’s record as a judge in the late 1920s cap-
tures this thinking. Murphy was first elected to the Recorder’s Court, 
Detroit’s municipal criminal court, in 1923. That year, he and three 
other liberal candidates ran against a bloc of four incumbent judges 
who were notoriously conservative, frequently charged with denying 
defendants their habeas corpus, and renowned for harsh sentencing, 
especially when it came to immigrants and African Americans. Murphy 
saw his own judicial practices as an antidote to the prejudices of his 
predecessors. For example, he saw presiding over the Ossian Sweet case 
as a chance to “demonstrate sincere liberalism and judicial integrity.” 
He believed he was living in “a time when liberalism is coming into its 
own,” and he saw his commitment to fairness for African Americans as 
the cutting edge of that larger trend.10

However, Murphy’s racial liberalism was tempered by his tough 
stance toward suspected offenders. In 1926, for example, the year he 
was hearing the Sweet trial, Murphy had the highest overall conviction 
rate for felons among the ten judges sitting on the Recorder’s Court; his 
was 64 percent, while the average conviction rate for the court was 45 
percent.11 Murphy was also reluctant to release suspects on bail.12 This 
treatment of convicts meant that Murphy was far more likely to uphold 
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the suspicions and prejudices of prosecutors and police officers than he 
was to be skeptical of their accusations. Although he prided himself on 
his commitment to racial equality, he did not interrogate the racialized 
assumptions that were built into the administration of the law.

While Detroit’s white residents might not have been in the habit 
of questioning the racial bias behind the law’s implementation, lib-
eral public officials like Murphy had ready access to this critique. The 
authors of the 1926 report of the MIC, for example, used this paradigm 
to demonstrate that representatives of the state racialized crime in 
Detroit. “Legal authorities,” they explained, “assume that the Negro is a 
bad man. . . . Officers of the Italian Squad . . . proceed on the principle 
that the Negro is essentially vicious.”13 The report observed that Afri-
can Americans represented less than 7 percent of the population of the 
city in 1926, but 26 percent of the defendants charged with felonies in 
Recorder’s Court. African Americans were thus 500 times more likely 
than whites to be convicted of felony charges. Some officials did take 
note. Judge Edward Jeffries Sr., the most politically progressive judge on 
the Recorder’s Court and an early supporter and mentor of Murphy’s, 
took these conclusions to heart. He believed that “judges and juries 
[were] unconsciously prejudiced against Negroes.” Jeffries presided 
over the fewest black convictions of judges on the Recorder’s Court. 
Only 31 percent of African American defendants who appeared before 
him were convicted, a significantly lower rate than for whites.14 Even 
the city’s police commissioner readily admitted that disproportion-
ately high criminal rates among African Americans could be attributed 
“to the many unfair arrests.” In a 1927 speech to an African American 
assembly, Commissioner William T. Rutledge argued that white south-
ern officers were to blame for racial discrimination, displacing northern 
culpability onto southern racist backwardness. While Rutledge blamed 
urban racism on whites from the South, he still recognized the impor-
tant role that discrimination played in policing.15

Murphy, however, was part of a larger group of white liberals who 
regarded the operation of the law —  including their own role in it —  as 
necessarily race blind. Murphy’s conviction rates for African Ameri-
can and white suspects were about equivalent, but his overall convic-
tion rate stood well above the court’s average. Forty-nine percent of all 
African American defendants to appear in Recorder’s Court that year 
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were convicted; Murphy’s court convicted 61 percent. Only two other 
judges presided over trials that convicted a higher proportion of Afri-
can American defendants than Murphy, and both of their records were 
dramatically imbalanced against African Americans.16 Although Mur-
phy proclaimed himself committed to racial fairness, his faith in insti-
tutions like the police and the courts meant that his practices helped 
uphold their discriminatory conduct.

Murphy’s approach to sentencing shows that he believed in the moral 
and social benefits of juridical race tolerance, but it also provides an 
illustration for how racially tolerant discourse helped obscure the racial 
disparities built into the practice of criminal justice in Detroit. Rather 
than try to confront the structural nature of racism in the application 
of the law, Murphy sought to bring scientific efficiency, “precision,” and 
standardization to his legal work. These, he believed, would serve as 
a counterweight to any personal prejudice he or others involved in a 
case might hold. Murphy borrowed the tool of the “case history” from 
social workers, who used the format widely in social service settings 
by the 1920s. By collecting the details of a person’s life, social work-
ers believed, experts could design appropriate and scientifically sound 
courses of treatment for their clients.17 Murphy saw his sentences simi-
larly. They represented an opportunity for the benevolent state to care 
for and correct the behaviors of offenders through disciplinary control. 
While his sentences included punitive elements, like prison terms, they 
also required offenders to sustain state-appointed relationships with 
parole and probation officers, as well as social workers, whose pater-
nalistic steering would lead convicts out of the life of crime. Indeed, it 
is likely that Murphy’s conviction rates were so high because he saw his 
sentences as ultimately helpful for the individuals serving them and for 
the city.18

The format of the standardized case history, which Murphy used to 
determine the sentences he meted out, bore the appearance of even-
handed blindness to race but in fact perpetuated race-based inequities 
that Murphy apparently never thought to question. These case histories 
served to uphold existing relations of power in that they linked African 
Americans to criminality by interpreting crime as the product of pov-
erty. Because African Americans were more likely than whites to expe-
rience poverty, this seemingly nonracial approach criminalized them 
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disproportionately. Murphy developed an elaborate chart for recording 
convicts’ case histories and made his decisions about sentencing based 
on this information. The chart included boxes for recording practically 
everything about convicts’ lives, suggesting that these details could help 
explain criminal activity and thus contribute to a “scientifically” deter-
mined “treatment,” which would most likely include jail time.19 Mur-
phy compelled convicts to share relatively intimate information about 
themselves with officers of the court, and all were required to undergo 
psychiatric evaluations. The guilty thus became subjects of intense scru-
tiny in an invasive and condescending process designed to diagnose 
an individual’s problem and then offer a paternalistic, state-mandated 
solution to address it.

Murphy’s chart suggests that he saw crime as rooted in a troubled 
family, one racked by infidelity, lax discipline, interfering relatives, 
undue friction, and harmful uses of leisure. In an article in the Nation 
praising Murphy for his “scientific” methods, J. A. Fellows reported that 
after looking over the case histories of 100 felons convicted in Murphy’s 
court, he was struck by the large number who had been “left orphans at 
an early age, whose homes were broken up, or whose homes were listed 
as very poor.”20 The charts thus dramatically conveyed that an anemic 
family life —  defined by its failure to provide children with two parents 
and a quiet, middle-class domestic space —  breeds criminality. While 
this seemed, on the surface, to reflect objective observations about indi-
vidual trajectories toward criminality, it in fact fit into larger ideas about 
race and class that animated social workers’ and Murphy’s concerns. 
Murphy saw that “the squalor of the cradle in the unlighted, unheated 
attic of the city slum is where we must begin our study of crime.”21 He 
cast poor families as virtual incubators for criminality, suggesting that 
they were inadequate to the task of breeding and raising good citizens. 
Incapable of producing future men and women equipped to contribute 
to society, these families were destined to rear children who would ulti-
mately prey off of deserving citizens. Thus, the very categories and cor-
relations the charts depicted were generated by deep notions of racial 
difference and, more particularly, of African American dysfunction and 
criminal tendencies.

Murphy’s reference to the “slum” functioned, intentionally or not, 
as an allusion to African Americans. Many whites in the city struggled 
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with financial instability in the 1920s, but no single white ethnic group 
or neighborhood was as visibly run-down or overcrowded as Black 
Bottom, the largest African American district. In fact, white ethnic 
neighborhoods, in general, were becoming less distinct, which meant 
that a geographic connection between a particular white ethnic group 
and slum conditions was far more difficult to read into the city’s land-
scape than had been the case in the late nineteenth century. Large-scale 
industrialization, the massive in-migration of unskilled labor, and the 
exponential physical growth of the city all contributed to economic seg-
regation but also to ethnic integration among whites in the first third of 
the century as workers began to populate neighborhoods close to facto-
ries and the well-to-do moved into outlying areas of the city. For blacks, 
however, the city was becoming more and more rigidly segregated.22

Black Bottom, which lay north and east of the city’s downtown com-
mercial district, had been identified as the city’s most concentrated 
slum since well before it became majority black. In the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, it was the first destination for most south-
ern and eastern European immigrants, many of whom moved out of 
the area once they could afford to. A combination of intense residential 
segregation by race and the huge in-migration of African Americans 
meant that black residents living in Black Bottom in the 1920s faced 
even more crowded conditions than white immigrants had earlier in 
the century, but they had fewer opportunities to move to other districts. 
In 1926, 66 percent of black residents lived in Black Bottom; the other 
34 percent lived in a handful of smaller majority-black neighborhoods, 
most of which were also poor. A small number of middle-class African 
Americans had begun to move into these smaller, less crowded neigh-
borhoods, but for most black residents, the cost of moving and the 
price of accommodations in these newer areas were prohibitive. Black 
Bottom also housed the city’s largest red-light district, including most 
houses of prostitution, “numbers banks,” and other illicit institutions.23

The increasingly segregated geography of the city allowed Murphy 
and other northern racial liberals to make claims about Detroiters liv-
ing in slum areas that sounded like racially blind statements about the 
poor but that implicitly referred to African Americans. In the 1920s, 
well-publicized struggles over African American access to majority-
white neighborhoods, like the Ossian Sweet skirmishes, persisted and 
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received wide coverage. These clashes helped produce an understand-
ing of space in Detroit that allowed geographic and spatial descrip-
tors to became coded stand-ins for race. African Americans, this logic 
suggested, lived in slum conditions in poor neighborhoods and would 
bring poverty and chaos with them wherever they moved. Detroit resi-
dents who were not already familiar with the segregated racial geogra-
phy of the city thus learned that Black Bottom, and a few other neigh-
borhoods were African American, whereas the rest of the city was 
white. The name of the neighborhood, a reference to its rich soil, had 
been used since well before African Americans moved there, but it still 
helped reinforce the connection between African Americans and slums.

Racial Recognition and Black Struggles against Exclusion

The work of the Mayor’s Interracial Committee reflected and furthered 
the centrality of residential segregation to contemporary debates about 
race in Detroit. While the committee functioned as a clearinghouse for 
complaints about discrimination of any sort, the vast majority of cases 
brought to its attention involved efforts to halt black migration into 
majority-white neighborhoods.24 This emphasis on the difficulties faced 
by African Americans who could afford to buy homes in white areas 
stemmed from the concerns of the middle- and upper-class African 
Americans who were motivated to appeal to the committee —  those who 
saw state institutions as potential allies. The tightly circumscribed range 
of concerns they brought to the committee also reflected their under-
standing of its limited power. Unlike white liberals, who embraced the 
fraught concept of tolerance, African Americans explained their right 
to move into majority-white districts as a fundamental aspect of urban 
fairness. They argued that the state should function in a racially neutral 
manner. At the same time, however, they pushed state actors to recog-
nize how race shaped the urban terrain and to see that racial recognition 
was essential for remedying the problems of exclusion and inequality.

The Ossian Sweet case pushed struggles over residential segregation 
and racial conflict further into the public consciousness of white politi-
cians and city residents. Interested white liberals and leftists helped this 
shift in consciousness along by paying more attention to black rights 
and working more closely with African Americans in the late 1920s. For 
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African Americans, however, the Sweet case did little to alter existing 
ideas about the meanings of race in the city or in organizational or indi-
vidual approaches to struggles for racial justice. In the late 1920s, black 
Detroiters continued to fight against exclusion and work toward politi-
cal integration at the same time that many maintained their enthusi-
asm for nationalist political and economic organizations.25 As they had 
before, African Americans pushed white city leaders, especially liberals, 
to embrace race neutrality when it came to equal access, but when it 
came to remedying existing structures of discrimination, they called for 
racial recognition. They pushed white leaders to recognize that racial 
discrimination limited African Americans’ opportunities and access 
to resources, and they fought for racially conscious solutions oriented 
toward reversing these trends. Furthermore, many African Americans 
remained skeptical of white leaders’ embrace of the language of toler-
ance. They concluded that a gap persisted between white leaders’ com-
mitment to finding solutions for social ills and their minimal interest in 
attending to black concerns.

The relationship between African Americans and the Mayor’s Inter-
racial Committee, the state agency that emerged out of the Ossian Sweet 
incident, illustrates some of these dynamics. The MIC was first estab-
lished to manage a large-scale study of African American Detroit and 
make recommendations to the mayor about how to avoid racial conflict 
in the future. The committee issued its report, The Negro in Detroit, in 
1926, alongside a series of suggestions oriented toward the gradual inte-
gration of city agencies, the amelioration of living standards in black 
neighborhoods, and the management of residential racial tensions. 
Rather than following up on the recommendations himself, Mayor 
Smith charged the MIC with implementing its suggestions, although 
it had little political weight, a very small budget, and a tiny paid staff. 
The committee thus embodied the ambivalent tendencies of northern 
racial liberalism in a few ways. It was intended to signal that race rela-
tions constituted a serious issue for the city, and yet it was expected to 
operate with few public resources. It was the institutional expression of 
city leaders’ belief that promoting the discourse of racial fairness while 
implementing gradual integration —  rather than forceful head-on pol-
icy approaches to curb discrimination —  was the best state approach for 
solving urban racial conflict, a cautious policy that foreclosed on the 
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possibilities for implementing bold change in the city’s racial landscape. 
At the same time, however, the MIC became a repository for black 
complaints about discrimination in the city, suggesting that, however 
conservative the racial politics behind the committee might be, it nev-
ertheless provided an opening for a new kind of African American par-
ticipation in civic affairs.

The members of the committee worked hard to reconcile the con-
tradictions inherent in their mandate and to address questions of racial 
injustice. Without the ability to implement broad policy changes or 
enforce antidiscrimination laws, the MIC focused on integrating Afri-
can Americans into city agencies and businesses on a case-by-case 
basis. These efforts illustrate that the MIC, which was made up of black 
and white political and religious leaders, saw the targeted expansion 
of opportunities for African Americans as a crucial element for black 
inclusion. Influenced by African Americans who called on city lead-
ers to recognize that racial discrimination shaped black city life, the 
MIC saw African Americans’ opportunities as severely limited by rac-
ism. Expanding the terrain of possibility could only happen by liter-
ally assigning more jobs to blacks. Within these parameters, the com-
mittee had some successes. It pressured the police department, which 
employed only fourteen African American officers, to accept eleven 
black recruits into its training school.26 It also convinced two banks and 
two downtown stores to hire black workers and extend credit to Afri-
can Americans.27 Clearly, these victories did not have a significant effect 
on race relations or African Americans’ collective fortunes, but they 
did mean that one small branch of the city government was working 
toward integration.

The existence of the MIC, alongside white leaders’ celebration of 
their own racial liberalism, helped convince African Americans to 
approach the city government as a potential if not always willing ally 
in their fight for racial equality. After the Sweet case, middle-class Afri-
can Americans were especially likely to turn to the MIC as part of their 
strategy to reverse the continued harassment they faced when they 
moved into majority-white neighborhoods. For example, Dewey and 
Annie Mae Adams, with the help of the NAACP, appealed to the MIC 
to stop white attacks on their new home in January 1928. The Adamses 
had bought a house one block south of the invisible line that divided a 
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black district from an exclusively white residential area. In the month 
after they moved, hundreds of angry white protesters surrounded their 
home on two separate occasions, demanding that the couple leave. 
Police officers stood by and watched as protesters hurled “missiles” and 
fired shots at the house, breaking at least two windows. The Adamses 
were confronted with numerous threats to their lives and their prop-
erty but actively chose to stand their ground and continue appealing to 
officials for help on the basis of race neutrality. The state, their actions 
suggested, needed to protect them and their house if it was truly com-
mitted to protecting all citizens and their property, regardless of race. 
African Americans continued to appeal to the MIC, but the group was 
extremely cautious in its responses to their complaints. The committee 
sustained its commitment to studying problems rather than pursuing 
avenues for intervention. For example, when Isabelle Johnson called on 
the MIC to help fend off white vandals after she moved into a majority-
white neighborhood, the committee agreed only to “make a survey of 
the situation.”28

At the same time that African Americans increased their appeals to 
the city government to protect their rights and property, those white 
Detroiters who were fighting to sustain segregation expected the state 
to support them as they worked to uphold racial exclusivity. Eighteen 
of Johnson’s white neighbors, for example, posted a threatening note 
on her door, warning her that they would attack her and her property 
and take her to court if she moved into her new house.29 Their signed 
threat indicated that white Detroiters believed they could attack black 
homeowners with impunity. They implied through their actions that 
enforcing segregation was a priority that city officials should favor over 
protecting the rights of African Americans. Johnson’s neighbors took 
her to court. The presiding judge ruled that she had the right to own 
her property but not to live there. This decision was a total defeat for 
Johnson and the NAACP, both of which were fighting for residential 
integration, for Johnson’s right to live in her new house, and for the 
state to actively embrace racial equality, even in the face of existing cov-
enants.30 Ultimately, the MIC was as reserved about taking action in the 
face of specific complaints of racial violence as it had been about rec-
ommending citywide, state-level solutions for racial conflict. As a state 
agency, it offered a new opening for black complaints to city leaders 



112 << Between Ossian Sweet and the Great Depression

and governmental institutions, but it neither called on the police nor 
worked with other state agencies to implement integration on a city-
wide scale.

African Americans also appealed to city leaders outside of the con-
text of the MIC both to implement remedies for black exclusion based 
on racial recognition and to secure a commitment to race neutrality. In 
one case, these strategies butted up against each other. In the fall of 1928, 
two black men, Dr. J.  W. Ames and Mr. Wheeler, convinced the civil 
service commissioner to offer a separate exam for African American 
“playleaders” in order to ensure that black workers would staff city pro-
grams for African American youths. In response to the public posting 
for the separate exam, an African American lawyer, Francis Dent, wrote 
to the mayor and the civil service commissioner expressing his concern 
that the segregated exams were both discriminatory and illegal.31

Most often, however, African American calls for racial recognition 
and race neutrality fit neatly together and did not produce these contra-
dictions. Organizers’ efforts to reform the city’s police force, for exam-
ple, deployed both strategies. African Americans called on the police 
commissioner to end racially discriminatory policing and to hire more 
black officers. They were thus pushing the department to promote neu-
trality in policing and to simultaneously implement targeted, racially 
conscious employment practices. In 1927, Commissioner Rutledge 
responded to black pressure for accountability by visiting two African 
American churches within two weeks. In front of large audiences —  
2,000 at the First Colored Presbyterian Church and 2,500 at St. John’s 
Presbyterian —  Rutledge blamed white southerners for discriminatory 
policing and defended his decision to maintain a force with only four-
teen African American officers, just 1 percent of the total.32

Black listeners agreed that white southern officers were most likely 
to harass, intimidate, and mistreat them. Rather than absolving north-
ern leaders of responsibility for this state of affairs, however, African 
American critics charged them with deliberately using southern white 
men to do the dirty work of controlling and suppressing African Amer-
ican residents. “The belief that has been prevalent here for some time,” 
the Pittsburgh Courier, an African American weekly, reported, “was 
that southern white men were appointed in greater numbers to the 
police department because of their dislike for Negroes and because the 
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authorities believed that southerners could by some means better hold 
the Negro under subjection.”33 In African Americans’ minds, northern 
whites did more than just collude in southern whites’ mistreatment of 
African Americans. They encouraged these abusive practices as a tool 
to manage black populations and simultaneously displace the blame 
for racial discrimination from themselves. Rutledge denied that police 
administrators used southern white men to “handle the colored peo-
ple,” but he did concede that southern whites were a majority on the 
force. He positioned himself against these officers, calling them “cow-
ardly, lazy, and ill-bred,” and he claimed that he was already working to 
replace them with “Michigan men.”34

Snow Flake Grigsby had invited Rutledge to speak at St. John’s Pres-
byterian as part of his “Let’s Know the Negro in Detroit” speaker series, 
a program designed to bring white government officials and business-
people in front of black audiences. Unlike the rhetoric of black nation-
alist organizations, which were popular among a broad range of African 
Americans, Grigsby’s approach was to fight for the integration of black 
people into existing systems of power. However, he remained harshly 
critical of current institutions and city leaders for excluding African 
Americans, practicing discrimination, and helping to build a racially 
unequal city. For example, although he described his speaker series 
innocently enough, as an opportunity for “the Negro” to “see himself as 
others see him,” Grigsby approached white leaders with heavy skepti-
cism about their willingness to address African American concerns. The 
questions that he posed to Rutledge exposed his anger and frustration 
with ongoing police brutality and the small representation of African 
Americans on the police force. Grigsby asked Commissioner Rutledge 
to give “accurate information” about “the attitude of the department as a 
whole toward the Negro, number of Negroes killed by police officers in 
past year, numbers of Negroes on police force, how many appointed by 
present commissioner, attitude of department toward its appointments, 
if Southern men are given preference, and the percentage of crime com-
mitted by Negroes.”35 He thus pushed for integration into existing sys-
tems of power, but from a position of critique.

Grigsby’s success in attracting speakers was rooted in the growing 
political and economic power of African Americans. This, in turn, 
allowed African Americans to harness the language of racial liberalism 
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more effectively for their own political struggles. In some ways, this 
power went hand in hand with the city’s strong tradition of racism. 
Segregation in Detroit in the mid-1920s was as prevalent as in south-
ern cities. According to the African American intellectual and writer 
Kelly Miller, “The lives of the two races [in Detroit] are as separate in 
all social ways as one finds in Washington or Atlanta.”36 However, the 
rapidly expanding and geographically concentrated African American 
population had become a visible constituency in the realm of electoral 
politics. By the late 1920s, a broad range of white politicians visited 
African American institutions on their campaigns and during their 
time in office. Mayor Smith, for example, welcomed attendees to the 
annual convention of the Eastern and Western Colored Leagues in 1927. 
In a brief talk that captured the paradoxes and ironies of northern racial 
liberal discourse, he used the languages of interracial cooperation and 
African American “advancement” to celebrate the successes of the seg-
regated leagues without mentioning the color line in professional base-
ball that excluded African American players from white teams. Base-
ball, he exclaimed, “attracted Americans of all kinds, without regard to 
race, creed, or color.”37 While Smith may have been an ambivalent ally, 
he nonetheless recognized the importance of sustaining good connec-
tions with black voters.

African American candidates also began to win small electoral vic-
tories in the late 1920s, pointing to their growing importance in the 
electoral realm. George H. Green, for example, won a spot on the pri-
mary ticket in the nonpartisan, citywide Common Council race in 1927. 
He ran seventh in a field of twenty-one candidates, eighteen of whom 
remained on the ballot for the general election.38 Green failed to win a 
seat on the nine-person council, but his initial victory indicates the new 
terrain of possibility. African Americans did start winning election to 
office a few years later when, in 1930, African American lawyer Charles 
Roxborough won a state senate seat.39 An unprecedented and increasing 
number of white politicians also aligned themselves closely with Afri-
can Americans in the late 1920s. Councilperson John Kronk, for exam-
ple, attended a banquet organized by African American supporters in 
his honor a month after he was elected to the council in 1927. Kronk 
thanked the audience for helping him secure his seat and described 
black support as “a decided factor” in his win. He promised to build on 
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his record of addressing African American concerns, saying, “Remem-
ber that you now have a friend in the council, and if you need anything, 
come in and ask for it.” Sheriff Edward Stein of Wayne County spoke at 
the same event, drawing attention to his support for and alliances with 
African Americans. “I have given you employment which after all is the 
real issue,” he declared. Unlike city jobs, which required high scores on 
civil service exams, county employment continued to be political and 
often was distributed to supporters in exchange for their allegiance.40 
Unlike the majority of politicians in Detroit’s municipal government, 
Kronk, like Stein, was a Democrat. County politics continued to be par-
tisan, and Democrats had far more power on the county level than they 
did in the city. A small but growing number of African Americans in 
the urban North aligned themselves with the Democratic Party in the 
late 1920s, since they saw promise in northern Democrats’ interest in 
expanding social programs, developing a more robust welfare state, and 
regulating more aspects of the economy. Some white northern Demo-
crats, like Kronk and Stein, had also built inter dependent political rela-
tionships with African American voters and positioned themselves as 
defenders of black access to resources and rights. This shift from the 
Republican to the Democratic Party was contested and comparatively 
slow in Detroit. Democrats were less powerful than they were else-
where and had limited access to the spoils of partisan politics, and their 
efforts to align themselves with African Americans were foiled by Afri-
can American workers’ and city leaders’ strong allegiance to the Ford 
Motor Company, which promoted political conservatism.41

African American activists thus found themselves working in a con-
text of paradox and contradiction. Their growing importance in local 
politics and the commitment to tolerance expressed by white liberal 
politicians suggested that the time was ripe to push for redress within 
existing structures. Yet, the state’s refusal to aggressively remedy per-
sistent racial inequities worked against this possibility. Membership in 
the local NAACP branch had swelled significantly during and immedi-
ately after the Ossian Sweet case. The branch’s 1926 membership drive 
yielded more contributions than any other local association’s, but mem-
bership leveled off as the case faded from the headlines.42 Local leaders 
failed to mount a sustained effort to keep membership up, and once 
the Sweet case ended, the association lost some of its visibility among 
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African Americans. Through the rest of the 1920s the branch main-
tained a legal defense committee, but it was not a membership-based 
organization. In other words, outside of paying dues, there was no real 
role for a branch member who did not assume an official leadership 
position. The work of the organization was primarily by and for elites, 
whose demands could be addressed through a race-neutral approach 
to resource distribution that would benefit the “right” kind of African 
American, one whose demands were limited and required no change to 
the existing order.

Between 1925 and 1927, the Reverend R. L. Bradby was president of the 
branch, and between 1928 and 1937, the presidents of Detroit’s NAACP 
were executives at the Great Lakes Mutual Insurance Company —  one 
of Detroit’s most successful black businesses.43 All these leaders were 
cautious and conservative in their outlooks; they preferred inactivity 
to alienating their white allies and often clashed with their more activ-
ist counterparts. For example, in 1927, the national office encouraged 
Bradby to respond to a series of police brutality cases by setting up “as 
imposing a committee as can be obtained of prominent white and col-
ored citizens” to investigate and address the problem. While this pro-
posal fit into Bradby’s vision of interracial action to address civil rights 
problems, it meant that he would have to assert that African Americans 
suffered from systemic abuse at the hands of the police. He was unwill-
ing to make this claim, and instead, the local NAACP did not pursue 
investigations or actions related to police brutality.44 Instead, Grigsby 
took up the cause and used his church as a venue for organizing. Aside 
from its legal work, Detroit’s NAACP functioned as a fund-raising 
organization for the national office and as a vehicle for local black elites 
to promote themselves as community leaders.45 By the end of the 1920s, 
the branch provided legal assistance to a few African American defen-
dants and investigated a handful of complaints about discrimination, 
although it only brought three cases to court in 1929, compared with 
fourteen in 1914.46 Although African American activist strategies did 
not change considerably in the late 1920s, white responses to the Sweet 
case helped produce new political openings that contributed to the 
expansion of black political power in Detroit. In the years leading up to 
the Great Depression, African Americans won some small successes in 
the political realm and some victories over discrimination, although by 
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the end of the decade they faced disproportionate economic contrac-
tion. African Americans were walking a difficult line. They were both 
using the opportunity that race-neutral language had offered to push 
white liberals to live up to their implicit promises but at the same time 
finding themselves hemmed in by white liberals, who were friendly but 
unwilling to prioritize black equality.

Urban Conservatism and the Language of Race Tolerance

In the years after the Sweet case, the language of racial tolerance came 
to be adopted not only by white liberal politicians but also by politi-
cians across the political spectrum. This turn to racial liberalism was a 
result both of the growing power of African Americans and of liberal 
white leaders’ efforts to effectively manage the increasingly interracial 
city. For white liberals, racial tolerance was a language that allowed 
them to straddle the contradictions between their limited support of 
civil rights and their embrace of aspects of the existing racial order. 
The language of racial tolerance served conservatives differently. For 
them, it was a cover for the ongoing promotion of racist ideals, couched 
now in racially coded language. For conservative white politicians, in 
other words, racial tolerance provided a rhetorical strategy that allowed 
them to appeal both to their traditional white constituencies, steeped in 
notions of white privilege and racial segregation, and to the slice of the 
urban electorate that was increasingly uncomfortable with overt racism.

The 1929 mayoral candidacy of Charles Bowles and the dynamics of 
the election that he won illustrate this strategic shift well. As the Great 
Depression was beginning to descend on the city, Bowles exploited 
white anxieties about the emerging political power of African Ameri-
cans without ever using openly racist language. Bowles had been enthu-
siastically supported by the Ku Klux Klan in his losing bids for mayor 
against John Smith in both 1924 and 1925. For his 1929 campaign, how-
ever, Bowles disassociated himself from the Klan and stopped using 
explicitly anti –  African American or anti-Catholic rhetoric. At the 
same time, he worked to maintain popularity among his former sup-
porters, implicitly endorsing a “whisper campaign” that lent support to 
his candidacy.47 Bowles ran on a platform full of promises to clean up 
the streets, cut taxes, and “bring the city government out of the morass 
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of politics.”48 Despite his shift away from blatantly racist rhetoric, his 
campaign covertly connected black residents to city problems and sug-
gested that growing black political power would spell the demise of 
white exclusivity if it was allowed to flourish unchecked. Bowles’s effort 
to publicly distance himself from the Klan had few negative political 
consequences. Membership in the local group had fallen precipitously 
from its 1924 height, and the more tolerant political language of racial 
liberalism now characterized mainstream political discourse. To keep 
from sounding anachronistic, white conservatives needed to invoke 
this new language, but they did their best to use it to their own politi-
cal ends.

Both Bowles and his opponent, John Smith, were Republicans in a 
city dominated by Republican politicians, although each one was con-
nected to a different faction of the party. Smith, who had served as 
mayor from 1924 to 1927, was an outspoken opponent of Prohibition 
and had established a pro-labor record as deputy state labor commis-
sioner. He was a liberal Catholic who had been in office during the 
Ossian Sweet trial and had established himself as a northern racial 
liberal through his management of the infamous case and his politi-
cal alliances with African Americans. In his 1929 campaign, Smith sold 
himself on his record. Drawing attention to his commitments to good 
government and sound fiscal policy, he worked to amass support from 
business interests.49 Smith, however, had more success among liberal 
city leaders, who enthusiastically supported his candidacy. Many of 
these men and women were Democrats, and they were beginning to 
organize themselves into a more self-conscious liberal and progressive 
political force in the city.

Like Murphy, Bowles served as a judge on the Recorder’s Court in 
the late 1920s. During his tenure as judge, he earned a reputation as fair 
and evenhanded. “Klan or no Klan,” one newspaper reporter explained, 
Bowles “strove to prove to the people that he would treat all alike.” In 
fact, by the time he ran for mayor in 1929, a “sizable group” of Jewish, 
African American, and Catholic attorneys supported his campaign. 
Bowles was able to maintain this support thanks to the fact that he con-
sistently avoided explicit language about race or religion in his speeches, 
public appearances, and official campaign literature. However, even 
as his campaign literature maintained a tone of racial respect, it also 
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used carefully coded language about African Americans and Catholics 
as a strategy for garnering white votes. For example, a week and a half 
before the election, Bowles’s campaign sent letters to Protestant minis-
ters calling on them to distribute a pamphlet to their congregants. Only 
the “lower precincts of the east side” the pamphlet declared, had sup-
ported Smith in the primary; the “better citizens” had not. Bowles, the 
pamphlet continued, only wanted the support of these “better citizens” 
in his run for office.50

In this pamphlet, the lower east side came to serve as a stand-in for 
black and Catholic Detroiters —  it contained the largest and poorest 
black neighborhoods in the city, as well as some of the poorest white 
neighborhoods, which were majority Catholic. The pamphlet implied 
that Smith’s political successes could be attributed to the growing elec-
toral power of black and working-class Catholic voters, a power that 
should be held in check. Bowles, conversely, pledged the “rigid enforce-
ment of the law” and ridding the city of “the kidnaper [sic], racketeer 
and hold-up man.” Thus, Bowles’s pamphlet connected the black east 
side as well as working-class Catholic neighborhoods to the “criminal 
element” and to the underworld, linking the area’s expanding political 
power to criminality.51

Bowles’s campaign literature points to the ascendancy of colorblind 
political language within formal public discourse, even among racial 
conservatives, since it communicated ideas about African Americans 
and Catholics without mentioning these groups by name. Instead, its 
authors used geographic descriptions as stand-ins for urban popula-
tions, indicating their interest in masking the racially and ethnically 
specific nature of their concerns about criminality. Unlike liberals, 
Bowles did not claim to support black rights or take a stand against dis-
crimination. However, as this pamphlet demonstrates, he also resisted 
overt allusions to the inferiority of African Americans, the dangers of 
racial integration, or fears of “mongrelization,” language that had been 
current only a few years earlier but that had rapidly fallen out of favor 
as white liberals and African Americans pressed for social and politi-
cal change.

Rather than using racist or anti-Catholic language himself, Bowles 
relied on volunteer campaign workers to stir up support among resi-
dents interested in specifically race-based appeals. Most contemporary 



120 << Between Ossian Sweet and the Great Depression

observers agreed that his victory could be attributed to the well- 
organized, neighborhood-based canvass run by his supporters, the 
majority of whom were white women. The canvassers’ goal was to 
remind voters that Bowles would protect white Protestants from the 
threats of Catholic and African American political power while Smith, 
by contrast, would encourage and even help expand these populations’ 
access to municipal resources and power.52 For example, two days before 
the election, canvassers printed and distributed 200,000 copies of an 
article originally printed in an African American newspaper, arguing 
that the “tremendous vote obtained by former Mayor John W. Smith in 
the primary election was piled up solely in the Negro districts of Detroit.” 
African American voters, this ploy suggested, had handed Smith a win 
in the primaries and would expect to be thanked for their support.53

Bowles’s canvassers focused their campaign on Brightmoor and Red-
ford, two majority- white and Protestant neighborhoods that had been 
incorporated into Detroit in 1925.54 Most of these neighborhoods’ resi-
dents were middle-class homeowners and saw their own interests —  the 
extension of municipal resources to newly developed areas —  as anti-
thetical to African Americans’ concerns. While the area was far away 
from any significant black settlement, and thus unlikely to be attractive 
to African American homebuyers, Brightmoor and Redford residents 
worried about African American move-ins and attendant declines in 
property values. Bowles’ campaign workers used African American 
support for Smith to steer white residents away from the former mayor, 
even though Smith’s support for African Americans during his tenure 
had been ambivalent at best, as evidenced by how he handled the Sweet 
case. Furthermore, they criticized Smith for neglecting Brightmoor and 
Redford. While Smith defended his record, explaining that he encour-
aged the governor to veto a bill that would have forced area residents to 
pay more for city services than other Detroiters, his defense fell on deaf 
ears.55 Brightmoor and Redford residents responded enthusiastically to 
Bowles’s campaign appeals, and in some areas of the ward, Smith was 
beaten by four to one.56 Race-baiting proved to be an effective tool in 
garnering white support even in those neighborhoods where black in-
migration was not apparently imminent.

At the same time that Bowles quietly allowed volunteers to run this 
hate campaign in his name in white Protestant neighborhoods, he 
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worked publicly to build support for his candidacy among a diverse 
group of Detroit residents, including Catholics, Jews, and even Afri-
can Americans.57 For example, in one day, a week before the election, 
Bowles visited Italian, Ukrainian, Swedish, Jewish, and German soci-
eties and dances.58 His campaigners also worked to win over African 
American voters. At the same time that they were linking Smith’s suc-
cesses to black political power in white neighborhoods, they appealed 
to black Detroiters by attempting to expose Smith as a racist. Bowles’s 
advocates distributed a political cartoon showing that Smith was a hyp-
ocrite: that he claimed to support black rights but was secretly against 
integration, racial equality, and African Americans. The cartoon, cap-
tioned “John Smith Gives Campaign Orders,” showed a large Smith 
pointing at Ossian Sweet and Charles Diggs and saying, “You should 
not live in a white neighborhood.” Sweet and Diggs were both holding 
“Smith for Mayor” placards and were standing in front of a small crowd 
of African Americans. Behind Smith stood a crowd of white onlook-
ers led by a person in a Ku Klux Klan hood and robe with the letter 
“K” emblazoned on his lapel. The white crowd was saying, “You tell ’em 
John,” indicating their support for Smith.

In this image, Ossian Sweet and Charles Diggs represented relatively 
affluent and politically powerful African Americans who were attempt-
ing to buy decent houses and move into middle-class white neigh-
borhoods. Charles Diggs, who hailed from a well-established family, 
owned a lucrative funeral home on the black east side. He would go 
on to become a state senator eight years later, in 1937, but was already 
politically well connected in Detroit. The hooded Klan members repre-
sented the city’s white racists and supporters of segregation, those with 
whom Smith, according to this cartoon, had cast his lot. Bowles thus 
ran a campaign that effectively exploited white anxieties about African 
American political power in the city at the same time that it played on 
black fears about white racism.

The prominent professionals and businesspeople who supported 
Bowles’s campaign tended to remain quiet about his canvassers’ tactics, 
neither openly supporting nor publicly denouncing their grassroots 
appeals to antiblack racism.59 Detroit’s conservative political establish-
ment thus quietly consented to Bowles’s campaign tactics. Carl Weide-
man, a well-established attorney and active member of the Wayne 
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County Republican Club, was one of Bowles’s principal supporters, as 
was John Gillespie, who had made a fortune in real estate and insurance 
after he left public office as police commissioner in 1918.60 Real estate 
developers and prominent Republicans Robert and Milton Oakman 
also poured thousands of dollars into Bowles’s campaign.61 All these 
men distanced themselves from the crass language of racism associated 
with Bowles’s canvassers, focusing their criticism of Smith on his ties to 
organized labor, his opposition to Prohibition, and his rejection of pro-
business reform. Weideman’s, Gillespie’s, and the Oakmans’ enthusias-
tic support for Bowles suggested that his past support for the Klan did 
not cause them concern.62

Smith differentiated himself from his opponent by rejecting Bowles’s 
“mud slinging,” his “whisper crew,” and his message of “prejudice.” 
However, he was concerned about the effects that his support from 
African Americans might have on his white support, and he distanced 
himself from African Americans in front of white audiences. A cam-
paign photograph of Smith at an integrated nursery school captures his 
support for, but ambivalence about, African Americans and integrated 
spaces. In the picture, which appeared in the Detroit Free Press, Smith 
sat on the far left of the frame with a small white girl leaning on his 
shoulder. Two smiling African American children stood on the other 
side of the frame, making no physical contact with Smith.63 In all-black 
contexts, however, Smith openly embraced African American voters. 
A week before the election, he attended an African American costume 
party at the Graystone Ballroom and awarded prizes to the best-dressed 
attendees.64 In the most densely populated black districts, Smith beat 
Bowles by nine to one in an election that attracted 60 percent of regis-
tered black voters to the polls. African Americans votes represented 7.6 
percent of all votes cast in the November 1929 election.65

The mainstream press painstakingly resisted classifying either can-
didate as affiliated with a political party or ideology in the nonparti-
san elections, but the candidates’ different platforms clearly marked 
Bowles as conservative and Smith as a liberal. Bowles, who pledged to 
reduce taxes and cut city spending, endorsed a set of fiscal policies that 
appealed to Detroit’s business community. Smith, who called himself a 
“progressive,” consistently said that he was friendly to business interests, 
but he proposed state-sponsored initiatives to deal with the emerging 
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unemployment problem and with the city’s transit system, the Depart-
ment of Street Railways (DSR). Smith argued that the city should pro-
ceed with necessary public improvements to provide work for people 
laid off from slowing-down factories. He also advocated public refi-
nancing of the DSR, which was the largest municipally owned urban 
transportation system in the country.66 Furthermore, even though John 
Smith was a Republican, Detroit’s liberals and Democrats rallied to his 
cause in his campaign against Bowles in 1929 and were sorely disap-
pointed when he lost.67

Bowles successfully brought together a diverse group of support-
ers by balancing their competing and even contradictory interests. 
His success demonstrates the political power of using neighborhood-
based smear campaigns that connected liberal city leaders with Afri-
can Americans as early as the 1920s. Bowles could thus build on the 
momentum of his supporters’ “whisper campaign” without developing 
a public persona that included appeals to white Detroiters’ racism. This 
was important because it allowed him to sustain a respectable, modern, 
and northern political persona. By the late 1920s, shifts in the political 
terrain had created an atmosphere within which these expressions were 
less tolerated within mainstream political discourse. This also means 
that in Detroit, in the realm of electoral politics, African Americans had 
already come to be associated with an activist government, a liberal set 
of urban policies, and a pro-union bent.

After Charles Bowles became mayor, he sustained the same caution 
about blatant racism that he had embraced as a candidate. He distanced 
himself from the canvassers who had worked on his behalf in the city’s 
all-white neighborhoods, failing to show up at banquets held for him 
by campaign workers from the Twenty-Second Ward, both before and 
after his inauguration.68 At the same time that he maintained his dis-
tance from overt racism and racists, Bowles kept African Americans 
at arm’s length, showing little interest in their concerns and disinterest 
in their attempts to push the city government to address their needs. 
Bowles disbanded the Mayor’s Interracial Committee, for example, 
closing down the only government agency designed to address inter-
racial conflict. Thus, Bowles rejected overtly racist language in his own 
political speech at the same time that he rejected the notion that Afri-
can Americans should be able to make official claims about inequality 
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through state institutions —  even though the institution in question had 
so little power. The MIC, which provided some recognition that racial 
discrimination and conflict were problems that the state should work to 
fix, contradicted his colorblind racial conservatism.

Charles Bowles’s success, however, proved short-lived. His term as 
mayor lasted for only eight months and ended with a successful recall 
campaign. When Bowles took office in January 1930, the Great Depres-
sion had begun to grip the city with newfound force. Bowles faced the 
largest deficit ever held by the city and a growing unemployment prob-
lem. Tax delinquency and bonded debt had both shot up in 1928 and 
1929. Construction had been contracting since 1926. Layoffs came with 
a vengeance in September and October 1929. In spite of the growing 
crisis, Bowles maintained his commitment to shrinking the city’s bud-
get and reducing taxes. Within his first week as mayor, he cut city jobs 
and proposed a two-cent increase for city-run buses and streetcars —  
from four to six cents. He also made it clear that he believed that unem-
ployment was a problem to be addressed by industry, not government. 
Instead, he focused on crime.69 “The first obligation of the public offi-
cers of this community,” he said, “is to disarm the gunman.”70

Bowles took little interest in welfare or unemployment except as 
these issues intersected with his ambitions. Thus, he did pay atten-
tion to related political appointments. For example, over the pro-
tests of social agencies and the Department of Public Welfare (DPW) 
he chose not to reappoint Minnie Jeffries, the wife of the progressive 
Recorder’s Court judge Edward Jeffries, to a seat on the Public Welfare 
Commission. Instead, he appointed conservative welfare commission-
ers, including Alex Blain, who were interested in cutting relief benefits 
and shrinking eligibility.71 Bowles also made cuts in city services and 
ignored the rapidly rising toll unemployment was taking on Detroit’s 
residents. Over Bowles’s term, the number of people applying for and 
receiving public relief jumped dramatically. The month he was elected, 
in September 1929, the DPW handled about 2,600 cases and spent a 
little more than $90,000 on “general family relief.” Just six months later, 
in March 1930, the department’s caseload hit 17,000, and it gave out 
$730,000 in direct aid. An investigation of the DPW conducted by a 
citizens’ committee recommended increased staff and new administra-
tive procedures to handle the exploding caseload, but Bowles rejected 
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these proposals, and the relief agency languished under unmanageable 
administrative burdens.72

While he maintained the fiscally conservative stance he had struck 
in his campaign, Bowles failed to live up to the principles of “good gov-
ernment” and ultimately alienated his pro-business allies. He appointed 
a number of candidates to head city departments who had clear con-
flicts of interest, he failed to keep his law-and-order campaign prom-
ises, and he did nothing to stem the seemingly epidemic tide of vice 
in Detroit.73 Instead, he used a “hands-off ” policy, allowing gambling 
houses to flourish and undercutting the power of the police to crack 
down on vice. Finally, in May 1930, with Bowles out of town attending 
the Kentucky Derby, Police Commissioner Emmons raided and shut 
down gambling establishments all over the city. When Bowles returned, 
he fired Emmons and touched off a recall campaign. Many of Bowles’s 
original supporters joined the recall effort, and Bowles lost the election 
with 58 percent voting against him.74

Building a Racially Liberal State

Charles Bowles’s recall and the mayoral election it sparked reignited 
citywide debates about the deepening economic depression and the 
role the local government should (or should not) play in mitigating 
its effects. The Depression set in at the same time that the discourse of 
racial tolerance was becoming more widely accepted in Detroit. White 
liberals, the most vocal white proponents of this discourse, saw their 
political capital increase as city residents rejected Charles Bowles and 
sought public recognition for their economic hardships and state sup-
port for managing privation. The city’s liberals, some of whom had 
been active in Democratic Party politics, capitalized on organizing they 
had done through the 1920s and on the coalitions they helped build 
between themselves, African Americans, ethnic Catholics, and the city’s 
labor movement. When Frank Murphy won the mayoralty in 1930, it 
was clear that the discourses of racial tolerance and northern racial lib-
eralism would help shape how local government leaders managed and 
addressed the economic crisis. Murphy’s success indicates the grow-
ing power of northern racial liberalism as a contemporary discourse 
about race.
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The same year that Bowles won his mayoral campaign, Frank Mur-
phy was reelected to a seat on the Recorder’s Court. Murphy was one 
of the few Democrats to win a race in the city’s nonpartisan elections, 
and he saw himself as a committed liberal pioneer, a champion of the 
downtrodden, and an advocate for fairness. In 1928, he proclaimed that 
the city needed “a mass movement of liberal and progressive thought 
that will unfurl its banners on behalf of downtrodden peoples.”75 In 
fact, Murphy promoted a larger and more comprehensive city govern-
ment that would expand its direct aid to citizens. He supported state- 
sponsored social programs like unemployment and old-age insurance. 
Once unemployment became widespread, Murphy started his own 
informal employment agency in his chambers and found jobs for hun-
dreds of Detroiters during the winter of 1929 –  1930. He also worked 
on a citizens’ committee “concerned with the problem of unemploy-
ment” that developed a fivefold plan, including calls for direct relief 
from the city government, a survey of the unemployment situation, 
city- sponsored public works projects, and the “rationalization of indus-
try.”76 Murphy also saw racial liberalism as the cutting edge of his politi-
cal commitments. Indeed, he believed that he could demonstrate his 
true commitment to liberal ideals by publicly demonstrating his com-
mitment to racial fairness. Indeed, he was the most prominent white 
politician in the city identified with northern racial liberalism, and by 
the time he ran for reelection to the Recorder’s Court in 1929, northern 
racial liberalism had become a central tenet of his politics.

Frank Murphy’s mayoral victory in 1930 was a triumph for liberals 
and for Democrats in Detroit, and he brought his racial politics with 
him into office. He was the first Democrat to win the mayoralty since 
the city established nonpartisan elections in 1918, and he won with the 
support of the city’s Catholics and African Americans. Murphy was 
elected in the “face of a vitriolic attack from the conservative press and 
the big-business elements of the city,” who promoted President Her-
bert Hoover’s lack of enthusiasm for state solutions for unemployment 
and promised to reorganize the city government on a “business basis.” 
Murphy shaped his campaign around calls for government-sponsored 
unemployment insurance and old-age pensions. He promised a “no 
starvation era” in Detroit if he was mayor. “If conditions warranted such 
steps,” he told an audience of African American supporters, he would 
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open city-run soup kitchens and lodging houses. At the same time that 
Murphy was a champion of a more robust state response to the Depres-
sion, he was careful not to alienate the city’s elite or to be identified with 
the Far Left. Murphy praised the belt-tightening recommendations of 
the Stone Committee on City Finances, an advisory board of bankers 
and prominent businessmen appointed by the Common Council in 
1929 to provide guidance on the city’s financial matters. He promised 
to maintain a tight economy in city government and to keep a balanced 
budget while in office.77

Throughout the 1920s, Murphy used his racial liberalism and inclu-
sivity as electoral strategies. He recognized that his strength as a candi-
date lay in building a coalition of what he called “the minority groups” 
in the city. In a letter to the editor of Detroit’s Hungarian News, he 
explained that he depended on his “friends in the minority” for sup-
port because of his “interest in the social and economic problems of 
the community.” He also explained that his “intimacy with the minor-
ity groups” had effectively alienated him from many of the “more con-
servative groups in the city.” Murphy concentrated a large proportion 
of his energy campaigning among white ethnic and African American 
communities. While he did not run for mayor until 1930, he maintained 
his popularity among African Americans for his role in the Sweet case. 
One black lawyer, Charles A. Roxborough, who would become a state 
senator in the same election, explained that many African American 
Detroiters were voting for Murphy because he “stands for a square 
deal for every one, the high or low, the poor or rich, the powerful or 
the friendless.” Murphy was aware of this support and made a num-
ber of campaign stops in African American neighborhoods, visiting 
the Ebenezer African Methodist Episcopal Church at least twice. On 
September 5, four days before the election, he addressed eleven groups, 
one of which was Polish, one Hungarian, one Serbian, and six Afri-
can American.78

Conclusion

By 1930, the language of racial liberalism was, to some extent, pushed 
to the forefront of political discourse by African American Detroiters. 
Nevertheless, white liberals turned that language to their own ends, 
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using it as an electoral strategy and a way to signal their inherent com-
mitment to fair-mindedness. White liberals helped proliferate and 
extend the languages of racial tolerance and African American inclu-
sion in their political coalitions, campaigns, and offices. They embraced 
the idea that their promotion of racially tolerant discourse, alongside 
the gradual integration of African Americans into city institutions, 
could do the work of producing a more racially egalitarian urban ter-
rain. However, as this chapter suggests and the next chapter illustrates, 
they did not reshape the stark racial imbalances that characterized 
either the local government or city space, even when they controlled the 
state. Clearly, they were constrained by the racial hierarchies built into 
the structures they inherited, but their inability to develop significant 
alternatives to the racial status quo reflected their political priorities 
and their understanding of racism as well. Self-identified pragmatists, 
the majority of Detroit’s white liberals embraced a belief in capitalist 
urban development that required inequality. Their highest priority was 
to support business prosperity, which also meant the accumulation of 
wealth among elites. White liberals did work to mitigate some of the 
inequalities this system helped produce by supporting workers’ inter-
ests and developing a local welfare state. Ultimately, however, they sub-
scribed to its basic tenets and so could not fully consider proposals that 
would directly undermine racial inequalities, since the most embedded 
of those inequalities seemed natural and were thus difficult for white 
liberals to even see. Furthermore, because racial liberals persisted in 
their belief that racism was an individual characteristic, rather than 
a pervasive cultural and structural problem, they did not conceptu-
alize or challenge the entrenched racism built into the institutions of 
Detroit’s urban political sphere. Detroit’s local welfare state, built before 
the advent of the New Deal, was seen as a laboratory for welfare pro-
grams that would come to be taken up by the Roosevelt administra-
tion.79 The racial ideologies embedded in these programs, which were 
spearheaded by white liberal advocates of racial tolerance, represented 
the politics of the urban North and came to shape federal New Deal 
programs. The discourse of northern racial liberalism was forged, in 
part, in opposition to conservative politics.
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4

“Living Happily at the Taxpayers’ Expense”

City Managers, African American “Freeloaders,” and 
White Taxpayers

In June 1931, a year and a half into the Great Depression, the city of 
Detroit was strapped for cash. The public outcry against its relatively 
generous welfare benefits was mounting. In response, the welfare com-
mission started reducing city services for indigent residents, cutting 
cash assistance, and ordering the Department of Public Welfare to slash 
its relief rolls. In a move both cruel and symbolic, welfare commission-
ers attempted to eliminate all sixty-five beds and sixty-five bassinets 
on the maternity ward at Herman Kiefer Hospital, a downtown public 
hospital devoted to the treatment of “communicable diseases, tubercu-
losis and indigent maternity cases.” Herman Kiefer was adjacent to the 
black east side, the city’s largest African American neighborhood, and 
close to Hastings Street, its main thoroughfare. The welfare commis-
sioners announced that they wanted to reorganize the city’s obstetrical 
services “along more economical lines.” African American women on 
relief, they decided, should deliver their babies at home. Executives at 
the hospital warned that this change would result in a dramatic rise 
in maternal and infant deaths. The mortality rate for deliveries in the 
hospital was one-third the rate for the city at large, and these beds were 
always full.1

Dr. Alex W. Blain, a member of the city’s welfare commission, ex-
plained the commissioners’ decision in terms that pitted African Amer-
ican mothers and their newborn babies against the needs of “white tax-
payers.” He condemned indigents for freeloading off of city hospitals 
and connected the fraudulent use of public resources to African Ameri-
cans. “Being a city patient has gotten to be a racket,” he explained, 
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so “let’s not worry so much about a few Hastings street pickaninnies 
and start worrying more about the white taxpayers.” For Blain, higher 
maternal and infant mortality rates among African Americans were a 
reasonable price to pay in order to save white taxpayer money. He was 
a conservative politician who was deeply invested in the racial status 
quo. He sustained little interest in expanding local government or in 
building political alliances with African Americans. Charles Bowles, 
a mayor who had been identified with the Ku Klux Klan early in the 
decade, had appointed him to the welfare commission in 1929. In his 
role as commissioner, Blain consistently voted to slash the budget of the 
DPW and reduce city programs designed to help the indigent. Blain’s 
comments are an example of an increasingly influential narrative about 
public scarcity, black freeloaders, and white taxpayers that was emerg-
ing in Detroit alongside efforts to manage city resources in the face of 
the Great Depression. Blain and his allies used racialized ideas about 
welfare, dependency, and local citizenship to justify their support for 
state policies that institutionalized discrimination, calcified existing 
manifestations of racial stratification, and produced new procedures to 
strengthen racial difference.2

As they would have in the past, African Americans responded to 
Blain’s pronouncement with anger and protest. The city’s sanitation 
workers, for example, whose membership was more than 90 percent 
black, sent a poignant, one-line telegram to Mayor Frank Murphy 
declaring that they “resent[ed]” Blain’s statement.3 Charles Roxbor-
ough, Michigan’s only black state senator, called on Murphy to demand 
Blain’s resignation.4 The Reverend A. C. Williams, a black Baptist min-
ister, complained to the mayor that Blain’s disdain for African Ameri-
cans was inappropriate.5 Leonard Harris, infuriated by Blain’s remarks, 
reminded the commissioner that African Americans had fought hero-
ically in the Great War, only to return home to inequality. Black soldiers 
had sacrificed so that “you and yours might be able to continue to enjoy 
a white mans [sic] democracy in America, which is forbidden fruit for 
the Negro.” “Remember,” he added ominously, “the fact that you are 
white will not save you always.”6

W. G. Bergman of the Department of Education, a white liberal sup-
porter of Murphy, also registered concern about Blain’s use of racist 
language. Recognizing that African Americans had been the targets of 
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discriminatory invectives for years, he argued, “There is not the slightest 
occasion for adding insult to injury and offending a large section of the 
population of Detroit which has been too much offended in the past by 
such references.” However, Bergman was more concerned about Mur-
phy’s reputation than he was about the consequences of eliminating the 
maternity program. “Entirely aside from the question of whether or not 
it is necessary to eliminate this service,” he wrote in a letter to Murphy, 
“your official conduct, both as judge and as Mayor, has attracted wide-
spread favorable attention on account of your fair-mindedness in deal-
ing with the negro problem and I trust that the inconsiderate utterances 
of one of your holdover appointees will not be allowed to obscure this 
record in the public recollection.”7 Bergman thus cynically dismissed 
the welfare commission’s proposed elimination of hospital services for 
African Americans as less important than Murphy’s reputation as a 
defender of black rights.

Both African American and white observers trusted that Murphy 
would condemn Blain’s use of racist language and defend African 
Americans as much as he could against discrimination. As Bergman 
noted, Murphy had established a name for himself as a defender of 
racial equality, first when he presided over the Ossian Sweet case in 
1926 and subsequently in his political alliances with African American 
voters and black politicians. He was a member of the NAACP and a 
promoter of both tolerance and race neutrality. Indeed, in a gesture of 
support for African Americans who might use the hospital, Murphy 
did not approve the welfare commission’s proposed elimination of the 
Herman Kiefer maternity ward.8

Blain and Murphy clearly disagreed about who needed support and 
protection from the state. For Blain, white taxpayers were the most 
beleaguered victims of the crisis, immiserated by the demands of the 
fraudulent and undeserving, including the African American poor. For 
Murphy, conversely, the “downtrodden,” a racially inclusive group of 
unemployed or underemployed men and women, warranted the most 
care from the local government. Blain’s racist invectives and his disdain 
for a more expansive welfare state captured one end of the spectrum 
out of which debates over welfare policies and practices emerged. Mur-
phy stood at the opposite end of that divide. However, the clarity of 
their disagreement over how to represent African Americans obscures 



132 << “Living Happily at the Taxpayers’ Expense”

the ways that their ideas about welfare and the state also overlapped. 
Indeed, the effects of the policies they supported on both African 
Americans and urban racial stratification were more similar than their 
rhetoric suggested, and not only because Murphy was constrained by 
the conservatism of Blain and his political allies. While Blain stood for 
racial inequality and Murphy stood against it, these two men shared 
a belief that the city’s capitalist political economy needed saving. They 
saw the social and political hierarchies upon which the city had been 
built as natural. Blain defended these hierarchies and the racial and 
class inequalities they produced whole cloth, although he denied he 
was racist. Murphy, in contrast, worked to mitigate the most egregious 
effects of inequality on the men, women, and children on the bottom 
rungs of the economic ladder. However, he simultaneously embraced 
the concerns about welfare defrauders and worries about municipal 
debt that made the reordering of these inequalities untenable.

By the early 1930s, northern racial liberalism had come to character-
ize most public discourse in the halls of the government. This meant 
that the kinds of expletives that Blain used to describe African Ameri-
can infants, even in the mouths of conservatives, were unlikely to be 
heard in formal public venues like a welfare commission meeting. 
Even Blain, in response to the criticism of Rev. Williams, denied that 
his interest in closing Kiefer’s maternity ward was rooted in animosity 
toward African Americans. He proclaimed instead that a large part of 
his work as welfare commissioner “was for the uplifting of your people.” 
Thus, he both denied that he had racist intent and used a language of 
care for African Americans to describe his actions. Blain insisted that 
his support for eliminating hospital beds was driven by his deep, abid-
ing, and legitimate concern that the distribution of welfare had been 
profoundly hampered by widespread fraud. “Deserving” and “self-
respecting Americans,” he declared, had to be “turned back” from the 
welfare rolls because fraudulent claims had drained the DPW’s coffers 
and were taking a heavy toll on its budget.9 Although Blain was a con-
servative, in his role as welfare commissioner he was helping to manage 
city resources and services, both of which were expanding under the 
liberal leadership of Mayor Frank Murphy. Conservative opponents of 
public relief exploited anxieties about fraud to undermine popular sup-
port for expanding state programs. Indeed, the Herman Kiefer Hospital 
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had been the object of attack and scrutiny the previous year when tab-
loid newspapers accused its administration of overspending, misman-
agement, and embezzlement.10

Blain’s defensive rhetoric points to the currency of racially neu-
tral discourse across the political spectrum, even though his embrace 
of that neutrality was both ambivalent and disingenuous. Even as he 
attempted to shy away from the explicitly racist speech he used in the 
welfare commission meeting, he continued to link blackness to depen-
dency and fraud in order to justify his larger claim that the city gov-
ernment should not provide services or support to indigent residents, 
especially African Americans. In other words, he blamed African 
Americans, not racism or inequality, for producing the racially unequal 
urban landscape. While white liberals actively defended race neutrality, 
they often drew similar ideological links between blackness and depen-
dence as their conservative counterparts. Unlike conservatives, they 
were often willing to recognize that racism had shaped individual lives, 
but like conservatives, they were less interested in how racism shaped 
urban systems, or helped produce and reinforce inequality among 
Detroit’s population. While conservatives used this language to argue 
against state support for indigents, liberals used it to explain the limits 
of the welfare state they were crafting and to defend themselves against 
the criticism that that state was either inadequate or unfair. While dis-
tinctions between liberals and conservatives were certainly important 
in the production of policy and the running of the state, white racial 
liberals were not providing as clear an alternative to racial conservatism 
as their rhetoric suggested.

The local government’s response to mounting unemployment and 
diminishing tax revenues provides a window into these racial dynam-
ics, another facet of which was the highly politicized construction of 
the “white taxpayer.” Early on in the Depression, self-described “white 
taxpayers” pushed for a dramatic reduction in the welfare budget and 
helped achieve this goal in collaboration with the city’s banks and 
financiers. Furthermore, their self-definition reinforced the popular 
discourse that linked African Americans to indigence, dependence, 
and corruption and whites to full, taxpaying citizenship. The adminis-
tration of relief and welfare in Detroit in the early 1930s turned into a 
debate about northern, specifically urban, politics. When confronted 
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with dramatic unemployment and public scarcity, white city lead-
ers, including liberal supporters of the welfare state, implicitly denied 
black assertions that African Americans’ local residency —  their citi-
zenship in a northern, urban locality —  was legitimate and long-term. 
They thus rejected in practice, if not in theory, the idea that black 
Detroiters deserved the rights and resources conferred on legitimate 
local citizens.

The Sympathetic White Unemployed Man

Coverage of the worsening Depression in the city’s newspapers reflected 
the political establishment’s views on the relationship between race, 
unemployment, and who deserved state aid. In the beginning of the 
Depression, when the economic crisis seemed urgent but still possibly 
temporary, the city’s newspapers, especially the more liberal ones, rep-
resented the most sympathetic unemployed person as a relatively pas-
sive white male victim of processes beyond his control. These men were 
depicted as down on their luck: struggling in vain to support their fam-
ilies, maintain their dignity, and preserve the last shreds of their mas-
culinity. Those unemployed people who publicly protested their lot or 
asserted that jobs, wages, and welfare were rights they deserved fared 
far worse in the mainstream press. As the Depression deepened, rep-
resentations of the unemployed were more likely to connect poverty 
and relief to moral weakness; African Americans were more likely to 
appear as some of the worst abusers of a potentially too-generous wel-
fare system.

The Great Depression hit Detroit hard and early. Factory employment 
actually peaked for the decade in the spring and summer of 1929, but by 
September a steep decline set in. Unemployment skyrocketed, and by 
the next summer, employment fell below 1920 levels, even though the 
city’s population had increased by 60 percent over the decade. A para-
lyzing drought also dealt a severe blow to Michigan’s economy.11 While 
some conservatives held the poor accountable for their indigence, 
shiftlessness, and irresponsibility, the shock of the October 1929 stock 
market crash and the explosion of unemployment blunted the power 
of their accusations. Before the crash, newspapers mostly covered 
unemployment in the business section as a set of statistics, with few 
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references to actual unemployed people. After the crash, unemployed 
white men became sympathetic subjects of news stories.

A January 1930 profile of Pat Richards in the Detroit Free Press cap-
tured this attitude, providing an early-Depression allegory about “good” 
and “bad” kinds of poverty. Richards, a nineteen-year-old white man, 
had hit a dead end. After losing the odd jobs that were keeping him 
afloat, he was evicted from his boardinghouse. He pulled a fire alarm 
in an attempt to get arrested so he could find “warmth and a pillow” in 
jail. Richards had long resisted attempts to corrupt his life —  the boys in 
his neighborhood, his cellmate in jail, the men and women who par-
ticipated in vice and illicit sexuality. His sad tale was so moving that the 
judge suspended his sentence, and he was back on the street the next 
day. He was a young man who was worth saving. His portrait implied 
that many casualties of the current crisis could be saved by an expanded 
welfare state.12

Conversely, mainstream journalists had less sympathy for unem-
ployed people who were organizing against the systems that had pro-
duced the economic crisis. A mere two months after the Free Press 
profiled Richards, the unemployed returned to the news, but this time 
they were cast as protesting, disruptive, and angry. On March 6, 1930, 
between 75,000 and 100,000 Detroiters rallied outside of City Hall to 
demonstrate against unemployment and to demand “work or wages.” 
Police violence escalated quickly, with “mounted policemen in groups of 
three, four, and five [riding] on to the sidewalks and charg[ing] straight 
into the crowds.” After two hours of clashes, fourteen people were sent 
to the hospital, and many more suffered from scrapes and bruises. By 
late afternoon, eight women and twenty-three men had been arrested, 
and the streets were quiet.13 The rally had been sponsored by the Com-
munist Party, which had begun to attract scores of city residents into 
its Unemployed Councils. Daily papers suggested that the majority of 
unemployed men and women participating in the protests were inno-
cent and upstanding citizens, although dangerously vulnerable to cor-
ruption by the less deserving —  this time communist agitators.14

This coverage suggested that few demonstrators signed onto the 
demand for “work or wages” but dismissed the communists’ claim that 
dissatisfied unemployed men and women were becoming an increas-
ingly visible and organized presence that would disrupt business as 
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usual if their needs were not met. The newspaper reports about the pro-
tests, like those about the unemployed more generally, portrayed their 
subjects as white men. In fact, only one article about the March 6 pro-
test in the daily papers mentioned African Americans at all. The article, 
printed in the Detroit Evening Times, indicated that one of the arrestees, 
William Smith, was “a negro who has been jobless and homeless.” He 
was the only one whose race or ethnicity was explicitly mentioned by 
the newspapers.15 This representation foreshadowed a shift in both cov-
erage and public discussions about unemployment.

Although journalists generally cast white men as the sympathetic 
face of unemployment, African Americans in Detroit were more con-
sistently financially devastated by the crisis than any other single 
group.16 The saying “the last hired and first fired” was devastatingly 
accurate for black workers in the Depression. Downward occupational 
pressure meant that white workers began to push African Americans 
out of jobs at the “bottom of the employment hierarchy” that had previ-
ously been defined as too laborious or demeaning and poorly paid for 
them to take. By 1933, John Dancy, executive secretary of the Detroit 
Urban League, explained that many jobs “that through tradition have 
been thought of in the light of Negro jobs, colored people are losing. 
Such jobs as waiters in hotels, bellmen, barbers, boot-blacks, porters, 
janitors in stores and apartment houses have been taken from Negroes. 
Whites have supplanted them.” Dancy also reported that jobs that were 
not necessarily marked as exclusively African American, but that had 
been a source of employment for black Detroiters, were also being lost 
by black workers. “One store here,” he explained, “has dismissed all of 
its colored help and replaced them with whites.”17

This trend cut across almost all forms of black employment. White 
women who could not find factory work turned to household service 
jobs to make ends meet, displacing black domestic workers. Many 
middle- and working-class families who had employed domestic work-
ers during the 1920s saw hiring household workers as a luxury they 
could not afford during the Depression, shrinking the number of avail-
able positions. Furthermore, wages for domestic workers stagnated or 
dropped to as little as one dollar a day, and unemployment among Afri-
can American women soared. African American men did not fare bet-
ter. More than half of all black male skilled and semiskilled workers lost 
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their jobs between 1930 and 1936.18 Job placements for men and women 
made through the DUL illustrate the extreme effects of economic 
retraction on African American workers. In 1925, the league found 
employment for more than 3,500 women, mostly as domestic work-
ers, and for almost 1,500 men. The organization also convinced four 
companies —  Packard, Lincoln, Murray Body, and Dodge —  to create 
whole “new departments for colored men.”19 By 1931, the DUL’s place-
ment numbers had plummeted to only 764 women and 318 men —  but 
many of these jobs were part-time and temporary, not much better than 
total unemployment.20 Despite media coverage of unemployment as a 
problem for sympathetic white men at risk of corruption by the unde-
serving poor, in reality unemployment was a much more severe prob-
lem for African Americans than for whites.

The Negro Advisory Committee, Discrimination, and the 
Limits of Racial Liberal Ideology

Frank Murphy’s mayoral administration welcomed African Americans 
into the emerging welfare state as recipients of aid and, on a limited 
basis, as participants in producing public institutions. However, Afri-
can Americans’ most important concerns —  about discrimination and 
full access to local citizenship —  were often sidelined, illustrating their 
ambiguous relationship to the liberal government.21 Rather than down-
playing relief and unemployment as previous mayors had done, Mur-
phy drew attention to them, and to the committees and policies created 
to address them. Consequently, relief rolls grew significantly during his 
mayoral campaign and after his election.22 In his first action after he 
became mayor, Murphy set up the Mayor’s Unemployment Commit-
tee (MUC) to register the unemployed, produce support for his relief 
programs, and help coordinate private and public welfare into a coher-
ent, citywide program. The Common Council granted the committee 
$35,000 to cover its “overhead and working expenses” for its first six 
months, a minuscule sum for the task it was assigned, but enough to 
begin its project. The committee was separated into divisions, including 
a relief committee, an “employment regularization” committee, a com-
mittee that worked with employment agencies, one that dealt with pub-
licity, another that managed public works projects, one that provided 
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legal aid, and one for overseeing the state’s relationship to African 
Americans, the Colored Advisory Committee, which African Ameri-
cans called the Negro Advisory Committee (NAC).

African Americans were the only ethnic or racial group that had 
their own committee, which means that Murphy recognized the divi-
sion between white and black as a social distinction with important 
political consequences. Murphy’s choice to create the NAC suggests 
that he was making a conscious effort to draw black leaders into his 
government and to address African American concerns explicitly. The 
NAC, the only MUC subcommittee that was not responsible for admin-
istering a government program, was designed to “act as the voice of the 
local colored people in making suggestions, requests or recommenda-
tions to the Mayor’s Unemployment Committee.” However, the official 
explanation of its goals illustrates that its purpose was conflicted. It was 
designed both to monitor discrimination in the administration of relief 
and to quell what it identified as unfounded fears on the part of African 
Americans that they were experiencing discrimination. A report on the 
organization and activities of the MUC explained:

The colored people have been anxious to assist in the work of the Com-
mittee and desire to have representation in the relief and unemployment 
activities, etc. Misunderstandings and unfounded claims of discrimina-
tion are avoided or eliminated by clearing all such questions through the 
Colored Advisory Committee, which makes reports, and offers sugges-
tions and recommendations to the General Committee.23

African Americans on the committee thus received an unprecedented 
voice in city government at the same time that, among their prin-
cipal responsibilities, they were encouraged to subdue criticism of 
discrimination.

Detroit’s liberal Depression-era government articulated egalitarian 
ideals that would become integral to New Deal racial liberalism. These 
included an explicit commitment to care for the needy, regardless of 
race or nationality, as well as an effort to work with African American 
leaders on strategies for addressing black concerns. However, city lead-
ers also developed a stance toward African Americans that presaged 
another side of the New Deal state. While they used the liberal language 
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of equal opportunity to distinguish themselves from the conservatives 
whose explicit commitment to racism they disdained, their programs 
both allowed for the sustenance of existing racial stratification and fre-
quently denied the legitimacy of black concerns about discrimination. 
Liberal architects of the local welfare state were certainly constrained 
by pressure from conservatives, but as close attention to their practices 
illustrates, they sustained their own reservations about designing pro-
grams that would target African Americans as recipients of aid. They 
were also suspicious of black claims about discrimination. Further-
more, while some white liberals were able to see that individual African 
Americans were the targets of discrimination, few recognized racism 
as an institution that structured African American access to resources, 
and many cast African Americans’ disproportionate poverty as an indi-
cation of a problem internal to blacks themselves.

This simultaneous recognition that discrimination could be a prob-
lem and the dismissal of its seriousness were part of the Murphy admin-
istration’s approach to managing demands African Americans made for 
fair treatment. For example, Elva Forncrook of the Mayor’s Unemploy-
ment Committee dismissed John Dancy’s concerns about three African 
American clerical workers in her office. Dancy, the executive secretary 
of the Detroit Urban League, complained that the black women were 
not being paid, while white women in the same office were. Forncrook 
responded indifferently. The black women, she explained, had not 
asked for compensation, which is why they were not receiving it. Forn-
crook did not attempt to contradict Dancy’s suspicion that the black 
women were the only unpaid clerical staff, nor did she offer to begin to 
pay them.24

G. Hall Roosevelt, head of the Mayor’s Unemployment Commit-
tee and a prominent white liberal in the city, was even more dismis-
sive about discrimination against African Americans. When the Rev-
erend D. W. Wade, president of the Civilization and Information Club, 
complained that African Americans were having difficulty accessing 
relief, Roosevelt calmly explained that the NAC was investigating all 
reports of discrimination against African Americans, but none was 
proving to have merit. “No such discrimination,” Roosevelt declared, 
“is being practiced.” Roosevelt graciously urged Wade to call “any 
specific cases to our attention” but quickly reasserted that there was 
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a minimal likelihood that they would discover anything more than 
“minor instances of such discrimination.” Cynically, Roosevelt con-
cluded that he was “as anxious as you to see that all people are treated 
with the same degree of attention.”25 Like Blain’s declaration of his inter-
est in caring for African Americans, this closing remark represented 
Roosevelt’s effort to sidestep critique. He pronounced his commitment 
to race neutrality at the same time that he dismissed the possibility that 
African Americans faced discrimination.

R.  A. Phillips, the mayor’s assistant, agreed with Forncrook and 
Roosevelt that discrimination was not a significant problem. He also 
expressed clear antipathy toward African Americans seeking relief. 
Phillips explained to G. Hall Roosevelt that he was frustrated by the 
deluge of requests coming from African Americans who “daily congre-
gate in the mayor’s outer office, seeking immediate relief, jobs, cloth-
ing, etc.” In a dramatic illustration of his revulsion, he claimed to have 
seen vermin crawling on the clothes of an African American woman. 
He described her as “typical of those who stop in this office,” suggesting 
that poor African Americans were dirty, unable to take care of them-
selves, and likely to spread their filth onto anyone who came into con-
tact with them, since insects could jump from black bodies onto white 
ones. Philips concluded that segregating services for white and black 
recipients was the best way to quell African American complaints of ill-
treatment. “It might be wise,” he advised, “to set up a relief organization 
to divorce whites from colored. In this way, those colored organizations 
who are now deluging this office with their letters of complaints regard-
ing treatment of their race and discrimination against them when given 
relief from the Welfare Department, would be silenced.”26 This internal 
letter sustained a different tone than Roosevelt’s exchange with Wade, 
an African American activist. Forncrook, Roosevelt, and Phillips were 
strategic about how they expressed their concerns and reservations 
about African Americans, black protest, and segregation. Ultimately, 
their actions and correspondence illustrate that they were frustrated by 
African American demands for equality, interested in segregation as a 
solution to racial tensions, and unable to recognize discrimination as a 
systematic problem. These attitudes were as much part of white liberals’ 
racial ideas as were their proclamations about racial tolerance, under-
standing, and neutrality. White leaders’ actions suggested that African 
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American deficiencies, not government racism, determined the logical 
limits of state largesse. In this period, northern racial liberalism came to 
define the gap between explicit promises that state aid would be admin-
istered fairly and the actuality of racially differential access to resources.

Murphy’s limited commitment to racial equality was mirrored in the 
contradiction between his proclamations about building a new politi-
cal order and his limited implementation of changes in urban gover-
nance that aligned well with his rhetoric. His appointments to the MUC 
and his maintenance of fiscally conservative policies when dealing 
with nonrelief spending show how little his administration would veer 
from the priorities of the existing political, economic, and racial hier-
archies. Murphy announced that his appointments represented “a true 
cross-section of the city’s life,” including “representatives of the busi-
ness, social service, labor, racial, and church groups.”27 However, his 
MUC appointments more accurately reflected the city’s power structure 
than a cross section of its population. Most of Murphy’s appointees had 
substantial wealth and considerable political connections.28 Only one 
factory worker served on the committee, and not a single unemployed 
person. Interestingly, the factory worker was African American and 
was one of the few black people to serve on the MUC who was not also 
on the Negro Advisory Committee.

While Murphy expressed a commitment to liberalism on a philo-
sophical level, his appointments betrayed his belief that governments 
could be run effectively only by elite experts, even when their priori-
ties were both conservative and antirelief. For example, Murphy tapped 
G. Hall Roosevelt to head the MUC and serve as the city controller. 
Roosevelt, a prominent local banker, was also a former General Elec-
tric executive. While he was an influential member of the Democratic 
Party, he supported fiscal conservatism and pushed, alongside other 
bankers, for the city to prioritize repaying its loans over relief expen-
ditures. His sister was Eleanor Roosevelt, which made him brother-
in-law to New York governor and soon-to-be-president Franklin D. 
Roosevelt. All of the men Murphy picked to sit on the MUC’s three-
person board of trustees, which oversaw the committee’s budget, were 
bankers. Prominent businessmen served as chairpeople for MUC com-
mittees, including men from the Michigan Manufacturers Association 
and the local Employers’ Association, as well as other bankers.29 All but 
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three of his major appointees were connected to banks or corporations 
“notoriously hostile to liberalism of any sort.”30 In response to criticism, 
Murphy explained that he would have been glad to pick liberals as his 
assistants, but he “found few of them qualified for the positions to be 
filled.”31 Murphy sought votes from the working class but relied on and 
looked to local power leaders to govern, a decision he made because he 
genuinely believed in those aspects of conservatives’ vision that proph-
esied problems if business interests were challenged too boldly.

White liberals’ ambivalence about challenging existing hierarchies 
was reflected in their approach to racial liberalism. While they defended 
the downtrodden, liberals did not use the state to substantially reorga-
nize urban power along economic lines. Instead, they expanded access 
to some state resources beyond their traditional recipients at the same 
time that they left many existing economic hierarchies unchallenged 
and thus intact. Similarly, although liberals defended the rights of Afri-
can Americans and promoted race-neutral language, they did not use 
government institutions to reorganize power along racial lines. They 
celebrated their defense of universal access to state programs —  in con-
trast to the racial exclusion they rejected —  but did not design strategies 
that were oriented toward reversing existing racial inequalities, thereby 
leaving them intact as well.

Those men and women who disagreed with Murphy’s interest in 
expanding the welfare state continued to attack him and his programs, 
even though he worked hard to appease them. They implied that Mur-
phy’s policies favored the city’s undeserving poor at the expense of the 
hardworking. Conservatives conjured images of contemptible men and 
women exploiting an overly generous and easily defraudable system. 
All of their stock characters had a damnable or deviant quality that 
excluded them from sympathy: sexuality, family organization, citizen-
ship, politics, criminal histories, or blackness. Like these other figures’ 
reliance on state aid, conservatives cast African Americans’ need for 
assistance as an intractable cultural deficiency, neither the product of 
hard times nor an effect of discrimination. They claimed to be defend-
ing all of Detroit’s residents, including upstanding African Ameri-
cans, against excess and dishonesty. At the same time, they sustained 
a cynically race-neutral rhetoric, mostly avoiding the explicitly racist 
language of organizations like the KKK. Conservatives’ attacks on the 
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MUC focused on labor issues, the power of workers’ organizations, and 
proposed regulations for industry. None of these concerns was solely 
connected to the city’s black residents, but race played a central if not 
always explicit role in debates over Murphy’s liberal policies.

Over conservatives’ objections, the relief budget expanded to un-
precedented proportions in the first few months of Murphy’s tenure 
as mayor. In December 1930, Murphy’s third full month in office, relief 
expenditures soared to $1.65 million per month, and the DPW served 
almost 40,000 families. While some residents may have decided to 
apply for relief because Murphy promoted government programs, most 
were driven to the DPW by the state of the economy. Factory employ-
ment hit an eight-year low that month. Detroit was unique in its con-
tinuing generosity to those residents who qualified for relief. In 1930, its 
total relief expenditures outpaced all other cities in the country except 
for New York, which spent less than twice as much as Detroit even 
though its population was more than four times as large.32

Over the same period, tensions between liberals and conservatives 
on the MUC grew. While all parties involved stressed that they were 
working to address the needs of the unemployed and help manage the 
mounting crisis, divisions surfaced between representatives from banks 
and employers’ groups on the one hand, and labor and social service 
organizations on the other. Labor groups complained that industrialists 
were trying to use the committee as a placement service designed to 
hire nonunion workers at less than prevailing rates in the skilled trades. 
Businesspeople, conversely, objected to labor representatives’ ideas 
about regulating industry, arguing that they could make the best deci-
sions without government or labor groups’ interference. They had little 
interest in discussing unemployment in a public forum, revealing their 
wage rates, explaining their hiring practices, or opening their books 
to scrutiny. These tensions culminated in December 1930, as the relief 
budget expanded, and only three months after the MUC was estab-
lished. Frank X. Martel, the head of the Detroit Federation of Labor 
and a member of the advisory committee, proposed a resolution calling 
for a five-day workweek. Labor delegates and social service representa-
tives supported the measure, which passed since they held a majority 
on the advisory committee. In a dramatic show of disgust, conserva-
tives walked out of the meeting. In response, Murphy appointed five 
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new publicly antiunion industrial leaders to the committee, declaring 
that “labor is not going to use me in an attempt to organize Detroit.”33

A thinly veiled attack on the MUC and the city’s liberal leadership, 
linking the expansion of city services to undeserving African Ameri-
cans, appeared in the conservative Detroit News just a few days after 
business leaders walked out of the MUC. The article, a condescend-
ing portrait of Alex G. W. Rivers, an African American messenger for 
Mayor Murphy and the MUC, suggested that there were sinister con-
nections between African Americans and the committee —  a damning 
claim at a moment when it looked to some observers like liberals might 
wind up in complete control of the committee. The piece provided a 
viciously sarcastic and patronizing portrait of Rivers. The reporter, Clif-
ford Epstein, was ostensibly attempting to elicit Rivers’s thoughts about 
the state of the economy. His language mimicked the style that report-
ers used when interviewing important and busy city leaders, all the 
while making it abundantly clear that this was meant ironically. “Mr. 
Rivers,” Epstein mocked, “caught on the wing on one of his numerous 
daily excursions between the Mayor’s office and the headquarters of the 
Unemployment Committee, consented to grant a short interview on 
the aspects of the times.”34 Rivers’s self-perception, the reader under-
stood, was both overblown and laughable.35

Epstein suggested that Murphy and the MUC were building a politi-
cal machine designed to grant African Americans favors that would 
dangerously shift the balance of racial power from white toward black 
and that were not even needed by black people themselves. Rivers, for 
example, had been well-off before he started working for the city. He 
was the personal assistant to Ty Cobb, a famously racist baseball player 
for the Detroit Tigers.36 The comments that Epstein attributed to Riv-
ers read like a primer in how to pique white anxieties about African 
Americans. All of Rivers’s quotes, which were written in dialect, gave 
the impression that he was ambitious and politically savvy, and that he, 
like other African Americans, saw Murphy’s mayoralty as a source of 
political opportunity. For example, Rivers explained that “when Mis’ 
Murphy done got himself dat Mayor’s job, Ah says to mahself, ‘Aleck, 
dere’s de man fo’ yo’ to hitch yo’ wagon to. Dere’s de basket for’ yo’ 
eggs.’ ” Epstein’s minstrelized caricature of Rivers suggested that Afri-
can Americans were freeloaders rather than victims of the Depression, 
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interested in the unemployment committee to receive political favors, 
not because they were in need of support. Epstein also sent a message to 
African Americans. Do not try to gain more municipal power, he sug-
gested, because your reward would be humiliation. The News included 
two photographs of Rivers, one captioned “Alex, Messenger,” and the 
other “Alex, Mascot.”

Local Citizenship and Transients

Epstein’s racist portrait of Alex Rivers illustrates how conservatives 
linked relief efforts and the expansion of the local government to Afri-
can Americans and to the disruption of the city’s racial balance of 
power. Conservatives like Epstein and Blain used inflammatory repre-
sentations of African Americans profiting from state largesse in order 
to attack liberal programs and undermine the notion that an expansive 
welfare state was in everyone’s best interest. Liberals, meanwhile, had 
their own motives for depicting African Americans in less than flatter-
ing ways. Liberals, unlike conservatives, wanted to build a more robust 
welfare system and a larger local government. However, they were 
decidedly not interested in building a socialist state or in promoting 
any policies that might radically redistribute wealth or upend the racial 
order of things. Liberals were interested in saving capitalism, in part by 
keeping the class system intact. That system —  in the United States in 
general and Detroit in particular —  was a deeply racialized one. Main-
taining capitalism thus meant, in part, maintaining racial inequalities. 
While conservatives used African Americans to represent the dangers 
of a state-sponsored welfare system, liberals used representations of 
African Americans to mark the limits of their willingness to implement 
change. Such representations allowed liberals to make claims about 
how they could expand the state without producing the kind of radi-
cal racial equality that many feared would undermine the structures of 
local power.37

In the beginning of the Great Depression, Detroit’s liberals and city 
managers expressed these concerns through the language of residency. 
This seemingly race-neutral language masked implicit links they made 
between dependency, transience, and African Americans on the one 
hand, and residency, citizenship, and white Detroiters on the other. 
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White city leaders did not call African American claims to American 
citizenship into question. Rather, they implicitly denied black asser-
tions that African Americans’ local residency was legitimate and long-
term, and that black Detroiters thus deserved the rights and resources 
conferred on local citizens. Welfare workers articulated concerns about 
nonresidents taking up city resources that should be reserved for 
“Detroit citizens.” Murphy’s assistant, R. A. Phillips, for example, won-
dered whether “most of our charitable cases which are receiving city 
aid” were not from out of town, “making it hard for the Detroit citizens 
of long standing and deserving of aid to receive quick and immediate 
relief.”38 These concerns about transients informed decisions about city 
resources from the start of the Depression.

Concerns about literal citizenship animated anti-immigrant feeling 
in Detroit during this period, inspiring Michigan’s 1931 Alien Registra-
tion Act and other measures.39 However, state and industrial practices 
of the early 1930s also helped racialize distinctions between local resi-
dents and “transients” regardless of citizenship. Hysteria about Mexi-
can Americans taking jobs and resources from rightful white locals, 
for example, was reinforced by the federal government’s deportation 
of a huge portion of Detroit’s Mexican-descended residents, many of 
whom were American citizens.40 Department of Public Welfare poli-
cies and practices also helped reinforce the idea that whites were the 
city’s most valued and legitimate residents. The department’s policy 
mandated that a person receiving relief had to have been a Detroit 
resident for at least a year. If she had not, the DPW would provide car-
fare or other means of transportation to return her to her place of legal 
residence. These policies were originally instituted in the 1920s, when 
controversies over their racially disparate implementation initially 
emerged. However, they became newly visible and politically impor-
tant during the Depression. Under this system, long-term, foreign- 
born, noncitizen residents were eligible for relief, but native-born, 
citizen families from outside Detroit were not.41 DPW officials were so 
committed to this approach that they appealed to the state legislature 
to increase the time required to establish legal residence in Michigan 
so that Detroit did not have to provide for so many members of the 
“transient population.” Under current laws, the DPW protested, people 
who had “come here during peak periods of employment and who 
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have been able to maintain themselves for the year” were taking relief 
away from longtime residents.42

This concern about transients had particularly important conse-
quences for African American relief recipients and for local ideas about 
the relationship between blackness, dependency, and permanence. By 
the 1930s, the term “transient” was already racially laden; through the 
1920s, white journalists, social workers, and city officials cast all African 
Americans as recent migrants and outsiders in the city’s life. Two-thirds 
of African Americans living in Detroit in 1930 had indeed arrived since 
1920, but migration slowed down considerably by 1928. By 1931, very 
few African Americans failed to meet the DPW residency requirement. 
Still, journalists and city managers consistently linked African Ameri-
cans to migration and the South. An article in the Free Press in April 
1931, for example, referred to African Americans as “permanent tran-
sients” and described the city’s largest African American enclave as the 
area “in which most of the so-called ‘transient’ families are located.”43 
Meanwhile, whites —  from the South, from rural areas in Michigan 
and the Midwest, and from other countries —  though they represented 
85 percent of in-migrants to Detroit over the course of the 1920s, were 
much less likely to be identified as “transients.” White migrants escaped 
this moniker because they blended into white city life. They did not face 
the structural obstacles to employment that African American migrants 
did, and they integrated easily into established white neighborhoods 
based on class, not migration status. African Americans, conversely, 
lived in segregated areas with high-majority African American popula-
tions, which were high-majority migrant.44 Black leaders also contrib-
uted to concerns about non-Detroiters coming to the city looking for 
handouts. African American leader John Dancy, who was a member of 
the MUC’s Publicity Committee and head of the Detroit Urban League, 
explained that he was working to tell the world that “Detroit was only 
taking care of her own.” He was not attempting to connect African 
Americans to dependency and knew that very few African Americans 
moved north once the Depression began. But he was reinforcing the 
notion that transients did not have a legitimate hold on local resources.45

The sense that African Americans were “outsiders” served to inten-
sify suspicion of their reliance on city relief. Soaring unemployment 
among African Americans meant that blacks were overrepresented 
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on the relief rolls.46 Once Murphy took office, the disproportionately 
high numbers of African Americans on relief became more notice-
able. Murphy’s unemployment committee began to place relief recip-
ients on “jobs created for the purpose of relieving unemployment,” 
mostly as common laborers in various city departments. According 
to the employment manager of the MUC, nearly half of the men sent 
out to work in these jobs were African American. Dancy doubted 
that the numbers were so high, based on what he saw “on the street,” 
but he did confirm that a “goodly portion of the men sent out have 
been Negroes.” City relief workers were very visible as recipients, 
since they worked on public projects located outdoors or in munici-
pal buildings and spaces. Many white Detroit residents concluded 
that African Americans were benefiting disproportionately from the 
work program. The real explanation for the demographics of relief 
workers —  the massive occupational discrimination that left so many 
African Americans unemployed in the first place —  was far less vis-
ible. Though plenty of white workers took advantage of city relief, the 
high proportion of African Americans in this group helped bring the 
charge of “freeloading” upon them. The very use of city relief to which 
they were entitled as city residents served to make African American 
Detroiters seem even more divided from whites, cast not as citizens 
but as local dependents.47

Trends in personnel policies among industrialists throughout the 
city also encouraged a division between Detroit citizens (figured as 
white) and transients (figured as African American). Plants conducting 
layoffs reserved jobs for white men with seniority, and African Amer-
icans with seniority frequently lost their jobs to white men with less 
time in the same plant. Meanwhile, industrial employers with all-white 
workforces generally hired new workers from the pool that had already 
been employed in their plants, cutting black workers out of industrial 
employment.48 These practices helped mark all African Americans as 
“transients” who were less rooted in their jobs and without a legitimate 
claim to employment. Foremen’s and personnel managers’ consistent 
decision to lay off black workers first and rehire them last meant that 
African Americans were visibly excluded from industrial work in ways 
that other city residents were not.
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Frank Murphy’s policies and pronouncements helped reinforce this 
divide. In 1931, he proclaimed that “Detroit should be for Detroit busi-
ness men and Detroit workmen first.” He announced a new require-
ment that public employees had to live in the city and declared that 
city contracts would be awarded to Detroit-based firms as long as he 
was mayor. Although he reneged on his plan to contract exclusively 
with local companies due to pressures to economize, Murphy’s pro-
tectionist impulses articulated and reinforced the social and cultural 
divide emerging between Detroit citizens and others. The public works 
committee of the MUC, designed to study avenues to expand pub-
lic improvements and employ a “maximum number” of men on city 
projects, also helped enforce this distinction. Its “typical activities,” an 
MUC report explained in January 1931, included “the investigating of 
reports that contractors on public jobs hire out-of-town workmen and 
persuading such employers to hire only Detroit residents.”49 Ultimately, 
local citizenship acquired a new political resonance during the first part 
of the Depression that helped mark distinctions between legitimate, 
white, Detroit citizens and transients, a category that became linked 
to African Americans. Detroiters, this logic implied, may be down on 
their luck, but they had been contributing members of society before 
the crash; transients did not have access to resources because they had 
not previously contributed to the city. Preexisting ideas about white and 
African American access to local resources were thus reinforced and 
reshaped by these new political identities: the working white resident 
and the undeserving transient, most likely to be African American.

“Taxpayers,” Race, and Citizenship

In the early 1930s, local citizenship came to be intertwined with an-
other heavily racialized identity —  that of the “taxpayer.” This designa-
tion grew, in part, out of Detroit’s financial crisis, exacerbated by the 
Depression but originally caused by the city’s disastrous and debt- 
producing overdevelopment of the previous decade.50 Under pressure 
from real estate developers, Detroit had annexed a massive amount of 
land, almost tripling in physical size between 1916 and 1930.51 Realtors 
joined forces with white, middle-class families and with the Detroit 
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Board of Commerce to push for the city to pave streets, extend sewers, 
erect electrical lines, and maintain infrastructure in sections owned by 
developers even before homes were built.52 African American residents 
of newly annexed land were far less likely to benefit from this sort of 
investment; they did not have the political power to win improvements. 
The Eight Mile –  Wyoming district, for example, a destination for Afri-
can Americans who bought small parcels of land and built their own 
homes over time, received almost no infrastructure development or city 
services even after many residents had moved in.53

The local government stopped borrowing in 1927, when construc-
tion dropped and unemployment rose in a year that foreshadowed the 
impending crisis. By 1930, the city’s debt had climbed to $350 million, 
but it did not become a major political issue until the Depression hit 
and the city began to face possible bankruptcy. Detroit held the second-
highest per capita debt of the twenty-six “leading cities” of the United 
States. Unpaid taxes also soared in 1930 to 15 percent of all taxes levied, 
contributing to these concerns. Calls for fiscal responsibility animated 
the mayoral campaign of August 1930; all of the candidates (except 
the Communist Party’s Philip Raymond) promised to reduce the city’s 
budget and maintain low taxes.54 During this time, Detroit residents 
and city officials began to use the figure of the “taxpayer” to describe 
local residents who were contributing to the city’s resources and who 
should have a say in how those resources were distributed. Like tran-
sients, “taxpayers” were not explicitly defined by race. However, self-
identified taxpayers racialized themselves as white and “tax-spenders” 
as African American in their activism. Ironically, the core of taxpayer 
activism was rooted in the newly developed, all-white neighborhoods 
that had sent the city into the red in the first place. Spending on relief 
never accounted for more than 15 percent of the annual budget, a far 
smaller portion than debt repayment, which climbed to 45 percent by 
1932. But the city’s indebtedness due to development was invisible in 
public discourse, which cast relief as the source of the problem, rather 
than the pro-growth policies that had benefited Detroit’s self-identified 
white taxpayers.

Detroit’s conservatives were more likely to suggest that taxpayers 
were being overburdened by the city’s expanding welfare programs, 
but liberals also used this language to define the outer limits of their 
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support for the welfare state or to distance themselves from communist 
advocates of wealth redistribution. In their private communications, 
city managers in the Murphy administration, including members of 
the MUC, aptly articulated the social and cultural divide that liberals 
drew between taxpayers and indigents. They cast taxpayers as the most 
worthy recipients of aid, linking them to long-time residents and differ-
entiating them from needy “transients.” For example, one month after 
Murphy took office, in October 1930, R.  A. Phillips requested advice 
from G. Hall Roosevelt about how to manage the droves of people who 
were coming into the mayor’s office looking for help. “Please bear in 
mind,” he reminded Roosevelt, “that the majority of cases coming to 
this office are citizens who have been prosperous tax-payers for years, 
and in no sense of the word charitable cases.”55 By extension, non-
taxpayers were less deserving of state aid, like the African American 
woman whom Phillips described as crawling with vermin. Liberals 
formulated a mythic taxpayer who was fiscally conservative, especially 
about relief, and deeply hostile to any policies that could be cast as 
state-sponsored wealth redistribution. This allegorical character justi-
fied policies oriented toward reining in spending on public relief. The 
MUC’s public works committee, for example, would only make recom-
mendations “with due regard to efficiency, economy, and the preroga-
tives of tax-payers.”56

By the spring of 1931, criticisms of the MUC and of relief expendi-
tures began to build. Popular concerns focused on swindlers defraud-
ing the welfare department. One journalist summarized these criticisms 
succinctly. “Councilmen and others,” he declared, were complaining 
“that many of those obtaining relief from the City are living happily 
at the taxpayers’ expense.”57 Thus, Detroit residents who did not rely 
on public relief were especially likely to express their concerns about 
mounting welfare costs in terms of the tax burden it created for them. 
A DPW report from 1931 defended the agency from accusations that it 
was giving aid to the undeserving poor, offering a portrait of popular 
ideas about welfare in its effort to dispel them. The DPW explained that 
the “Public” had begun to connect its concerns about welfare cheats to 
anxieties about taxes and public spending. The report explained that 
“unworthy” recipients were a small minority of those on relief, but that 
the “Public” had become increasingly focused on this issue. “Stories of 
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those unworthy of relief were widespread,” the report explained, and 
with “the possibility that there would be an inevitable increase in the 
tax rate if relief expenditures continued, the Public feeling toward relief 
changed and the attitude that too much assistance was being given 
became prevalent.”58 As the DPW report illustrates, many of the city’s 
liberal managers supported the expansion of the welfare state and 
called its critics to task for mischaracterizing and demonizing relief. At 
the same time, other liberal politicians shared some of the antistate sen-
timent of their conservative contemporaries. This tension played out as 
a contradiction that sat at the heart of local liberal governance.

Self-identified taxpayers appealed to the mayor to recognize the 
connection between relief spending and taxes. These letters portrayed 
Detroit “taxpayers” as Detroit citizens, and nontaxpayers, including 
relief recipients and municipal employees, as undeserving parasites. 
For example, a group of rental property owners described themselves 
as “taxpayers in the city of Detroit” when they appealed to Mayor Mur-
phy in June 1931 to reimburse them for “housing destitute families 
and individuals.” The letter writers compared themselves favorably to 
the welfare recipients living in their buildings. “We, the undersigned,” 
they explained, “are not indigent families receiving aid from the wel-
fare under false pretense, but humble taxpayers, some in dire need.” 
For example, they continued, “one of the signers was deprived of past 
due rent,” while her or his tenant was “given a food check, milk tickets, 
and the rent guaranteed elsewhere.” Ultimately, they concluded, their 
taxes were “helping to support this welfare while we suffer.”59 Unlike 
these welfare cheats, taxpayers were contributing to civic society. In 
March 1931, C.  C. McGill, secretary of Detroit’s Board of Commerce, 
echoed these ideas. “It is ridiculous,” he argued, “to think of spending 
money that our citizens do not possess.” He portrayed city employees 
as lazy freeloaders and argued that relief recipients should work for 
their benefits.60

The power of the taxpayer in Detroit emerged out of the very real fis-
cal crisis, but it also came from largely social and cultural beliefs about 
money and who paid taxes that were intimately connected to ideas 
about citizenship and race. The vast majority of taxes collected by the 
city were levied on real estate, which meant that owners of residential 
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and commercial buildings had the most direct contact with tax collec-
tors. The taxpayers’ movement portrayed homeowners as the only pri-
vate citizens in the city who were paying taxes, since they were the ones 
who handed tangible money over to the government —  city income 
taxes did not begin until 1964. But one could easily argue that renters 
paid property taxes through their rent. Snow Flake Grigsby, a black 
activist, made just such a claim. He argued that owners of apartment 
buildings were not taxpayers at all, since the money they paid in taxes 
came out of money earned from rent they collected from their tenants.61 
The idea that property owners were the only taxpayers was a power-
ful fiction that shaped arguments made by “taxpayers” about who was 
a contributing member of society and who was not. Citizenship, tax-
payers suggested, required ownership; renters were not contributing to 
the city’s coffers, and if they came to rely on relief, they were merely 
dependents who had never really contributed to the city. This ideology 
largely excluded African Americans as taxpayers because they owned 
the fewest parcels of private property in the city, but it also excluded 
the vast majority of whites —  more than 80 percent of all city residents 
were renters. It was also problematic because it misrepresented who 
was playing the lion’s share of the city’s taxes. Owners of single-family 
homes, who became synonymous with “taxpayers” in public discourse, 
paid one-quarter of all taxes levied by the city between 1929 and 1931. 
Owners of property worth more than $110,500, which represented only 
2 percent of all taxed parcels, paid half of the city’s taxes. These larger 
properties were almost all factories, owned by the city’s elite.62

By the middle of 1931, when it became clear that the Depression 
would persist, support for Detroit’s comparatively generous welfare ben-
efits began to wane. City officials cut city funding for relief, developed 
a new prioritization scheme for who could receive benefits, and began 
kicking families and individuals off of the rolls. Their belt-tightening 
coincided with an explosion of language about taxpayers’ rights, tran-
sients, and tax cheats. In April 1931, for example, welfare commissioners 
substituted food orders for cash payments in an effort to clamp down 
on cheating and ensure that recipients could not spend city money on 
anything unnecessary. In July, the Common Council imposed a cap of 
$600,000 per month on the welfare department, which subsequently 
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kicked 40 percent of families off of the relief rolls.63 In June 1931, 46,000 
families and individuals were on the relief rolls. By the end of that year, 
only 18,000 remained.64

Taxpayers came to play an important role in these decisions. For 
example, along with its plan to cut relief, the DPW imposed a “strin-
gent program of verification . . . on all families under care.” The agency 
began to require welfare recipients to collect documents verifying their 
legal residency in Detroit, number of dependents, and need for relief. 
This evidence had to be corroborated by a “disinterested citizen” and 
countersigned by a “taxpayer,” making “disinterested citizens” and “tax-
payers” representatives of the state and suggesting that they were indeed 
doling out their own money to relief recipients.65 Murphy also absorbed 
the language that self-identified taxpayers used to describe the city’s fis-
cal crisis. In his appeal for more federal aid to cities, for example, Mur-
phy described Detroit’s “$14,000,000 welfare burden [as having been] 
borne by 300,000 home-owners, many of them with modest homes 
and means.”66

Even backers of Murphy, who supported the liberal expansion of 
the welfare state, expressed concerns about African Americans’ access 
to public resources and cast black welfare recipients as the antithesis 
of white taxpayers. Anne M. Conrad, for example, described herself 
as generally skeptical of reports about welfare cheats, which she saw 
as efforts to “discredit the administration.” She believed in what Mur-
phy was doing, in general, but she simply could not doubt that African 
Americans were pilfering off of the system. Indeed, her concerns about 
fraud were specifically focused on black welfare recipients, and she saw 
it as her duty to report what she had heard to the mayor. A “carload” 
of “quite well dressed” “colored folks,” she explained, were “driving up 
to a restaurant and paying for their meals with welfare checks.” While 
Conrad supported welfare in principle, she imagined that these African 
American relief recipients were living well off of taxpayers’ hardships. 
“It is the taxpayers,” she argued, who “are scrimping and scraping to 
make ends meet in order to keep even.” Rather than being dispropor-
tionately hurt by the Depression, she believed African Americans were 
unfairly profiting from the state aid they received.67

Criticisms of the DPW reached a fever pitch amid a series of scandals 
and controversies that were widely publicized by opponents of relief. A 
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week after Commissioner Blain’s proposal to save money by cutting the 
Herman Kiefer Hospital’s maternity ward, police arrested Alex Lewis, 
a clerk at the DPW, who had embezzled more than $200,000 from the 
department. Lewis had been fabulously indiscreet about his new wealth, 
buying himself two new cars, and house, a boat, and a summer cot-
tage in the space of a few months and bragging about his acquisitions 
while still working at his low-paying DPW job. Lewis’s embezzlement 
was pounced on by opponents of relief, who had a field day denouncing 
government corruption and implying that most of the DPW’s budget 
was going straight into the pockets of its employees or into the hands of 
freeloaders. Even though Lewis was not making a false claim for unde-
served relief —  he was literally embezzling money —  his story was used 
to raise concerns about undeserving masses of people using loopholes 
in the government’s welfare policies to amass their own little fortunes.68

As language about taxpayers proliferated and became more potent 
in the early 1930s, organizations formed around this identity in Detroit 
and cities across the country. These groups were closely linked to 
and funded by local real estate boards, though their populist political 
rhetoric obscured their connection to elites. They demanded restraint 
in government spending, attacking financiers and the poor, both of 
whom they cast as greedy parasites, attempting to profit from taxpayers’ 
hard work. Rather than elected leaders, they suggested, middle-class 
white taxpayers were the rightful holders of municipal purse strings.69 
Detroit’s taxpayer groups got their start organizing against Murphy’s 
reelection in the fall of 1931. The November campaign was a referen-
dum on public funding for welfare, with Murphy’s opponent, former 
police commissioner Harold Emmons, arguing that private chari-
ties, rather than the local government, should fund and manage relief. 
While taxpayers’ groups failed to achieve their goal —  Murphy won with 
a two-thirds majority, and his allies took full control of the Common 
Council —  they became players in both local and statewide politics.70

These organizations drew implicit links between “taxpayers” and 
whites, regardless of class. Frederick Wayne, the head of Detroit’s Tax-
payers’ Protective Association, expressed the racism and elitism of 
local taxpayers’ associations at a March 1932 Common Council hear-
ing. Wayne called on the council to reduce property taxes by 25 percent 
and replace them with sales taxes and a five-dollar poll tax. The poll 
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tax, he explained, could have a dual purpose: it could both raise money 
for the local government and “eliminate a lot of these group votes.” The 
“large audience” of supporters “wildly cheered” in response to Wayne’s 
proposals. The cheering audience knew that poll taxes were commonly 
used to disenfranchise blacks in the South since the late nineteenth 
century. Even if Wayne was not referring only to black Detroiters when 
he celebrated the prospect of eliminating “these groups” from politics, 
suggesting poll taxes as a device for the disenfranchisement of non-
“taxpayers” was a clear reference to white supremacy.71

In the spring of 1932, the city’s taxpayers’ organizations were at the 
height of their popularity. The Association for Tax Reduction (ATR), 
an organization designed to coordinate the work of the local taxpay-
ers’ groups, began a drive to put a citywide referendum on the bal-
lot designed to limit the budget of the municipal government. Cam-
paigners argued that the proposal would root out “tax-spenders’ ” grip 
on local authorities at the same time that it would reduce taxes. ATR 
leaders distanced themselves from realtors and large property own-
ers in their literature, but this rhetoric was dishonest; the group was 
funded and run by the Detroit Real Estate Board. Its leaders promoted 
the idea that everyone would benefit from lower taxes, especially small 
property owners, and that the city could handle lower taxes because it 
needed less government.72 The local referendum failed in August 1932, 
but a statewide measure designed to cap real estate taxes at 1.5 percent 
of the taxable value of a property passed a few months later, in Novem-
ber 1932. This was a significant drop in levels of taxation.73 Taxpayers’ 
associations also launched high-profile campaigns against the city’s 
public employees, characterizing them as horrible tax-spenders. How-
ever, relief functioned as an even more important target for their ani-
mus. Taxpayer activists, as well as city administrators, marked African 
Americans as the most extreme dependents in the city, the ones who 
would never enter into the ranks of the “taxpayer.” Liberals and African 
Americans were the ultimate “tax-spenders.”

The last two years of Murphy’s administration were characterized 
by similar struggles over local resources and who had the right to 
access them, but those resources were never again as generous as they 
had been in the first year of his tenure. Murphy became increasingly 
beholden to the financiers he had appointed to his administration, and 
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banks put more pressure on the mayor to restrict spending on social 
programs while servicing the city’s debt. Once the federal govern-
ment began to fund relief, interest in tax reform waned. In 1932, the 
federal government finally provided some resources to cities in the 
form of food aid, which helped the DPW reduce its costs for food. Pub-
lic employees’ wages and salaries had been cut significantly since the 
crisis began but remained a target of taxpayers’ organizations as long 
as relief was funded at the local level. The city depended on its own 
resources for almost all its costs through the middle of 1932, but by the 
end of that summer, relief funds distributed through the Reconstruc-
tion Finance Corporation became available to Detroit. The Reconstruc-
tion Finance Corporation provided the majority of funds to the welfare 
department, which spent almost $4 million on relief between July and 
December 1932.74

Racial Liberalism under the New Deal

By the end of 1932, Detroit continued to reel from the Depression, 
and it was unclear when or whether recovery would come. As the cri-
sis deepened, symptoms of the vast social and economic dislocation 
became more and more visible across the city. Stores sat boarded up 
or empty. Previously bustling factories were idled, and formerly lively 
neighborhoods were devastated by evictions, mortgage foreclosures, 
and poverty. Men were “sleeping on newspapers —  shoes off, washing 
feet, etc., in the very heart of the City.”75 Jobless men, “speech-makers,” 
and “hangers-on” had become a constant presence in most municipal 
parks and were especially visible in Grand Circus Park, a downtown 
square that Mayor Murphy had designated one of two “public forums” 
in the city.76 Approximately 750,000 people had inadequate food in 
Detroit in 1932. Four people a day were coming to the Receiving Hos-
pital “too far gone from starvation for their lives to be saved.” In Febru-
ary 1932, firefighters’ salaries were cut drastically, which forced them to 
discontinue the fifty-eight breadlines they had been running on a vol-
unteer basis since 1929. Fire stations had been having trouble accom-
modating the demand; 16,000 to 17,000 people had been eating in their 
soup kitchens and now needed to find new sources of help. In Novem-
ber, Murphy announced that women were “begging alms in the streets 
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like men” and that burglary and larceny had increased dramatically 
since the year before.77 Murphy’s “victory garden” program had taken 
off, with more than 2,700 plots growing on twenty-seven fields scat-
tered across the city. These gardens helped feed and occupy hungry and 
unemployed residents, but they also served as a stark visual reminder of 
the depths of despair in the city and an indication that Detroit’s geogra-
phy was changing in response to the economic crisis.78 In January 1933, 
40,000 families were on relief in Detroit, and well over 30 percent were 
African American.79

As the Depression deepened, white city leaders continued to explain 
persistent African American inequality as a product of nonracial char-
acteristics that most —  though not all —  African Americans shared. They 
did not attempt to rein in racial discrimination or exclusion, neither 
of which they saw as their responsibility. Instead, while many sympa-
thized with African American struggles to overcome discrimination, 
most also saw existing racial hierarchies as too entrenched to challenge. 
These ideas shaped the local administration of federal programs, which 
expanded dramatically after the New Deal began in 1933. For example, 
when the National Recovery Administration (NRA) set codes mandat-
ing minimum rates of pay, thereby raising the wages of the lowest-paid 
workers, employers across the city laid off hundreds of African Ameri-
cans and replaced them with whites. As jobs that had been held by Afri-
can Americans became dignified work because of their higher rates of 
pay, employers chose to protect the hierarchies on which the racially 
segmented labor market depended rather than raise African Ameri-
cans’ incomes.80 Local officials refused to interfere with these arrange-
ments, suggesting that they had no authority over private employment, 
even though the conceit of the NRA was that the state could be involved 
in setting private sector rates of pay. Indeed, government leaders gener-
ally accepted employers’ explanations and dismissed black complaints 
of discrimination as overblown or unfounded. The managers of three 
hotels laid off more than 1 hundred black workers in response to the 
NRA codes, arguing that African Americans, many of whom had been 
there for years, were not “efficient” workers.81 After appeals from John 
Dancy to address the problem, city officials remained silent. “It is aston-
ishing,” Dancy remarked sneeringly, “how quickly [African Ameri-
can workers] became inefficient after the establishment of the N.R.A. 
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codes.”82 Other managers explained their decision to replace African 
Americans with white workers as an effect of public pressure. One at 
Sears & Roebuck, for example, claimed that “public sentiment” forced 
him to dismiss three black men from the tire and battery department, 
even though the store was heavily patronized by black shoppers.83 
Again, NRA administrators made no attempt to forestall his actions or 
question his motives.

Race-based exclusion from employment remained a problem for 
African Americans in Detroit under the New Deal. Local administra-
tors of federal programs, for example, seldom hired African American 
social workers or clericals even though many well-qualified candidates 
were available and applying for those positions.84 Only two African 
Americans worked in the “Social Security or labor and employment 
service” by August 1937.85 African Americans also had trouble when 
they tried to use the U.S. Employment Service (USES), a federal agency 
that placed unemployed workers into private sector jobs. Interviewers 
at USES offices tended to “assume that white workers were preferred to 
Negroes” and refused to send African Americans out for available jobs, 
even though few employers expressed preferences “regarding color, 
religion, race, or age.” Ninety-eight percent of relief recipients who had 
found employment in private industry were “members of white races,” 
an extreme underrepresentation of African Americans, since 25 per-
cent of the relief caseload was black.86 Black advisers —  including John 
Dancy, state senator Charles Diggs, and Mrs. Mamie Bledsoe —  pushed 
state officials to hire black interviewers in USES offices “in order to 
overcome any race prejudice or attempt at discrimination against the 
Negro applicant on the part of the staff members,” but USES managers 
did not see their racial practices as problematic.87 Indeed, white gov-
ernment leaders frequently advised African Americans to mute their 
complaints of discrimination. At the Conference on Negro Employ-
ment Problems in Michigan, Eugene Elliot, superintendent for the 
state’s Department of Public Instruction, counseled African Americans 
to “restrain themselves even though they may be oppressed [because] 
the greater gain of simply living up to what we deem to be the Ameri-
can ideal of government will bring lasting results.” Speaking at the same 
conference, Edward Jeffries, who would become mayor of Detroit, 
advised African Americans to be “less temperamental in relation to 
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alleged discrimination.” “I am not so sure,” he explained, “that there is 
as much discrimination as I have many times heard it described.”88

Most white liberals believed in a robust system of state support for 
the jobless and in race neutrality. However, they were likely to express 
concerns about black welfare recipients that mirrored conserva-
tive claims about public relief. They held different views of black and 
white joblessness, representing unemployed African Americans as an 
unneeded and burdensome surplus and whites as rightful local resi-
dents, worthy of aid. As John Dancy explained, “Many . . . white leaders” 
continued to insist that African Americans were merely transients and 
pushed for their return to the South “in order to take the relief burden 
off Detroit.”89 John Ballenger, for example, head of Detroit’s Department 
of Public Welfare and a Democrat, maintained that “the Negro group” 
presented a “distinct and different picture” than “the native born, white 
American, .  .  . the foreign born [or] the alien.” While one in twenty-
five whites in the city was on relief, a staggering one in nine black resi-
dents received welfare. Ballenger saw this predicament as a product of 
African Americans’ position in the local labor market and their recent 
history of migration to Detroit. African Americans had been called to 
local industries in the 1920s, he explained. “With the subsequent unem-
ployment,” however, “they became a labor reservoir to be maintained 
publicly until the demand for labor includes them.”90

Ballenger understood that black workers were “laid off among the 
first and do not find their opportunity for re-employment until the 
other labor has been engaged.” Rather than condemning this practice 
as discriminatory, however, he merely described it as standard. Even 
though whites had constituted more than 85 percent of the city’s new-
comers during the 1920s, Ballenger did not identify white southerners 
as a distinct class of welfare recipients. For him, they had shed their 
status as migrants and integrated successfully into white working-class 
culture. He did not see unemployed African Americans, conversely, 
as Detroiters.91

While Ballenger supported the public administration of welfare 
and defended relief recipients against charges that they were content 
to receive state aid, he cast African Americans, unlike whites, as per-
versely not humiliated by public handouts.92 This was Ballenger’s effort 
to carefully separate the worthy from the unworthy poor and define 
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the limits of state aid.93 At the same time that Ballenger expressed pro-
found ambivalence about black welfare recipients, he oversaw the only 
local relief agency that hired African Americans in significant num-
bers. By 1937, thirty-five black caseworkers and investigators worked at 
the DPW, most of whom managed African American cases, although 
some oversaw relief recipients, and two supervised both black and 
white employees.94 Ballenger’s commitments and concerns illustrate 
that white liberals could simultaneously support welfare, ally them-
selves with middle-class African Americans seeking public jobs, and 
participate in demonizing African American welfare recipients as prob-
lems. Indeed, administrators of federal programs were unwilling to give 
African Americans, as a group, the resources they would qualify for as 
individuals if they were white. Relief officers were concerned that all 
African Americans would develop an expectation that their community 
deserved state support. According to this logic, blacks were positioning 
themselves to unfairly profit from federal largesse.

Conclusion

By the early 1930s, white liberals and conservatives had embraced the 
language of northern racial liberalism. While implicitly agreeing that 
baldly racist statements were unacceptable, they still linked depen-
dence and welfare to blackness, at the same time that they tended to 
dismiss African Americans’ concerns about discrimination. Conserva-
tives demonized African Americans, caricaturing them as dependents 
and chronic freeloaders and decrying their potential to undermine 
the city’s color line. They used this language to attack the expanding 
welfare state. Liberals were more committed to the principles of racial 
equality and to building a robust government apparatus. They were 
far less likely to use racist language in their public discourse, thus dis-
tancing themselves from the explicitly condescending language that 
figures like Alex Blain —  the welfare commissioner who used minstrel 
caricatures to describe black newborn babies in 1931 —  deployed. They 
believed in a more expansive welfare state that would better support 
the needs of indigent residents, a large portion of whom were Afri-
can Americans. At the same time, however, they made similar con-
nections between African Americans, dependency, and fraud as their 
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conservative counterparts. As relief administrators worked against the 
popular notion that all recipients of aid were leeching off of the system, 
they grafted this anxiety onto African Americans specifically. These 
links helped them define the limits of state largesse, defend themselves 
against demands for a more comprehensive welfare state, and dismiss 
African American accusations about discrimination. Ultimately, liber-
als helped produce a racially bifurcated definition of local citizenship 
that cast African Americans as culpable for their own poverty and thus 
less deserving of state resources than their white counterparts.
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“Let Us Act Funny”

Snow Flake Grigsby and Civil Rights Liberalism in the 1930s

In February 1934, African American movie patrons prevented a white 
theater owner from firing a black ticket seller by threatening to boycott 
his cinema. The theater, located in the middle of the city’s largest black 
neighborhood, had a majority –  African American clientele. Its owner, 
unwilling to face a boycott, capitulated to moviegoers’ demands within 
a few hours. “Colored people,” he exclaimed, “are getting funny.”1 He 
thus suggested that the black protesters he encountered were part of 
a larger movement of African Americans newly willing to participate 
in collective fights for equal rights. Indeed, during the 1930s, African 
Americans mounted unprecedented challenges to urban inequality and 
subordination. Their protests, aimed at exposing and reversing discrim-
ination, threatened the unself-conscious maintenance of the racially 
unequal status quo.

Fannie Peck, president of the local Housewives’ League, had brought 
the cinema protest to the attention of the Detroit Tribune, a black-
owned weekly that had just gotten its start. Peck had helped spearhead 
Detroit’s early 1930s boycott movement and was likely to have been 
involved in the charge against the theater owner. Tribune editors cel-
ebrated the confrontational approach that moviegoers had adopted in 
their push to save the ticket seller’s job. Ultimately, the editors argued, 
“getting funny” was exactly what African Americans needed. “If think-
ing, thinking for ourselves, thinking in our own interests, is going to 
put us in the category of ‘getting funny,’ then, we say, let us get funny, let 
us be funny, let us act funny.”2 This small labor and civil rights victory 
was significant, of course, for the woman who retained her job. More 
broadly, it was one of a series of organizing victories spearheaded by 
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black Detroiters that contributed to African Americans’ increasing vis-
ibility and galvanized a local spirit of protest —  an inclination toward 
“getting funny.”

An X-Ray Picture of Detroit

In late 1933, Snow Flake Grigsby published a pamphlet called An X-Ray 
Picture of Detroit. The pamphlet was a scathing condemnation of the 
extent to which African American Detroiters were excluded from pub-
lic employment and an indictment of the city’s established black leader-
ship for lacking the political will to do anything meaningful about it. A 
drawing of the famous trio of “hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil” 
monkeys appeared on the front cover. The image was a clear expres-
sion of Grigsby’s disdain for a black leadership that he believed was 
failing African American Detroiters. Each of the monkeys held a sign 
identifying the group it represented. The first was “Negro Politicians, 
Urban League and Medical Society.” The second was the “Local Branch 
NAACP,” and the third was the city’s “Civic and Christian Leadership.” 
These groups, Grigsby suggested, were reluctant to hear or see the real 
problems that black residents faced in the city because they were not 
willing to confront the white leaders in positions of power. Grigsby 
accused black leaders of focusing their energy on cultivating the good-
will of white industrialists, philanthropists, and politicians, from whom 
they imagined they could cull favors and support. Because they consid-
ered their relationships with powerful whites as too important to jeop-
ardize, Grigsby complained, the city’s established black leaders were 
unwilling to mount overt challenges to discriminatory and segregation-
ist policies or practices. They saw powerful whites as allies, not to be 
alienated by protest or by overly demanding appeals. Finally, below the 
monkeys, a caption asked rhetorically, “Is this silence perpetual?”

Grigsby used this pamphlet to announce his departure from the exec-
utive committee of the NAACP and to signal a change in the direction 
of black political engagement. The pamphlet also became a manifesto 
for his new group, the Civic Rights Committee (CRC), founded to take 
on fights that the local NAACP would not. The group used the rhetoric 
of democracy, mass mobilization, and public pressure to reinforce the 
newly emergent political style of the city’s civil rights coalition —  one 
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that combined the militance of more radical organizations with a rela-
tively moderate civil rights agenda. Instead of seeing white leaders as 
their patrons and southern black migrants as an unfortunate lot that 
needed to change, African Americans interested in the politics of con-
frontation, like Grigsby, believed that white institutions and compli-
ant black leaders were what needed changing. Respect, he suggested, 
needed to be wrested out of the hands of the city’s white establishment, 
rather than asked for politely. Grigsby and his allies worked to reshape 
popular ideas about citizenship, race, and community both within the 
black community and in the city at large in order to accommodate this 
new political vision.

Grigsby opened his X-Ray Picture with three claims about Detroit’s 
African American residents:

1. That we are American citizens;
2. That we are entitled to the same consideration of all American citizens, 

regardless of race or color;
3. That we are taxpayers, directly or indirectly, as other American citizens.

This image appeared on the cover of Snow Flake Grigsby’s An X-Ray Picture of Detroit. 
Image courtesy of the Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan.
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He thus inverted the cultural, political, and racial meanings that white 
conservatives attributed to the concept of the “taxpayer” in Detroit, elid-
ing taxpayer with citizenship. Rather than defining a small set of prop-
erty owners whose rights to citizenship outpaced all others’, Grigsby 
argued that the term “taxpayer” described all citizens and that each one 
of them deserved equal rights, resources, and opportunities. He urged 
black Detroiters to reject the notion that they were not taxpayers “unless 
they [paid] directly on real estate,” an idea that “some white men have 
tried to make Negroes believe.” Any renter, he explained, was a tax-
payer, and because black residents paid “higher rent for inferior places,” 
they carried a disproportionately high tax burden. Furthermore, he 
explained, the racial implications of the term “taxpayer” —  the idea that 
taxpayers were white and nontaxpayers were not —  were grossly mis-
leading because more than 80 percent of all Detroit residents were rent-
ers, including the majority of native-born whites.3

Grigsby used statistical evidence about the prevalence of discrimi-
nation to draw attention to the gap between white liberal ideas and 
northern realities. White racial liberals painted a picture of northern 
discrimination as a relatively minor problem that affected individual 
African Americans when they confronted uniquely hostile whites. 
Grigsby used his numbers to undermine this sensibility and called 
on white leaders to rectify the structures that were producing segre-
gation, discrimination, and black poverty. The first half of An X-Ray 
Picture was an exhaustive list of facts and figures demonstrating that 
African Americans held less than 10 percent of the jobs to which they 
were entitled according to their representation in the population. Afri-
can Americans deserved 1,361 municipal jobs but held only 115. As a 
result, they had been denied $20 million in wages since 1923.4 Grigsby 
focused on public employment because, he argued, African Ameri-
cans deserved the same proportion of city jobs as their numbers in the 
city —  7.6 percent.

The second half of the pamphlet was an indictment of the black elite 
for its disinterest in mobilizing African Americans to respond to these 
problems. Grigsby argued that the local NAACP was practically use-
less, with its low membership and its general inactivity. Furthermore, 
he claimed, black leaders had failed to organize black voters or ade-
quately support black political candidates. “Our Negro political leaders, 
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ministers, and particularly our Local Branch of the N.A.A.C.P. should 
bow their heads in shame for not putting on a constructive program,” 
he argued. “Do we have the moral courage to take a definite stand, or is 
it easier to be a jelly-fish?”

African American Civil Rights Liberalism

African American political organizing in Detroit underwent a shift 
during the 1930s. Civil rights activists moved from cautious political 
engagement to more direct confrontation in their struggles for equality. 
Established black leaders had seen alliances with wealthy and powerful 
white men as the root of their political power since early in the cen-
tury. A “new crowd” of activists emerged during the Depression that 
looked to public exposure, community organizing, and mass protest 
as better and more effective strategies. Led principally by recent south-
ern migrants, these mostly younger activists pushed established orga-
nizations toward a more grassroots style and built their own political 
organizations.5 In Detroit, this shift was both ambivalent and uneven. 
For many people, these two strategies for addressing African Ameri-
cans’ concerns —  patronage politics and mass organizing —  were not 
necessarily contradictory practices. In fact, what some black residents 
experienced as profound and irresolvable ideological differences, many 
others saw as complementary political approaches. For example, many 
people who supported Communist Party (CP) organizations, which 
used grassroots tactics and were oriented toward overthrowing capi-
talism, were also members of groups with radically different political 
goals, like the NAACP, or one of Detroit’s many popular black national-
ist organizations.

Detroit’s civil rights coalition activists ultimately forged a popular 
front –  style politics that accommodated strategies from a range of per-
spectives, including grassroots fights against white domination, efforts 
to push established leaders to “do the right thing,” established connec-
tions with the city’s wealthy, and efforts to build separate African Amer-
ican economic and business networks. This political coalition —  rooted 
in a truce between groups with divergent beliefs about integration, 
black nationalism, capitalism, and communism —  helped shape civil 
rights activism and northern racial liberalism in the city and defined 



168 << “Let Us Act Funny”

the terms of the debate that black Detroiters engaged. As a group, they 
settled on a strategy that included alliances with white leaders as well as 
grassroots fights against white domination, segregation, and discrimi-
nation. Black Detroiters sustained alliances across generational and 
political divides at the same time that they engaged in sometimes bitter 
disagreements about how to fight for equality. Members of the “new” 
and “old” crowds both worked with and criticized white leaders. In 
Detroit, an informal civil rights coalition emerged that integrated mass 
action alongside a range of strategies designed to push white leaders to 
respond to black concerns.

African American civil rights liberals stood at the center of this spec-
trum. They participated in both ad hoc and ongoing protest organiza-
tions that emerged in the middle to late 1930s. Their activism relied 
on the premise that black activists could push white liberals to enact 
policies and develop practices designed to undermine racial inequal-
ity. These groups focused on exposing the contradictions between city 
leaders’ ostensible commitment to justice and the deep inequalities 
that actually shaped race and class relations in Detroit. This interest in 
exposure was not new —  black civil rights groups had worked to draw 
attention to racism and discrimination for generations. However, by 
the middle of the Depression, black civil rights liberals linked exposure 
with protest politics more and more consistently.

Black protest, alongside African Americans’ growing political power 
in the electoral sphere, contributed to the formation of northern racial 
liberalism because it forced white leaders to address black concerns 
rather than simply ignoring them. White liberals saw themselves as 
having a strong commitment to racial equality in the political sphere. 
However, their use of racial liberal discourse could be quite cynical, 
since their support for black equality was often narrow. African Ameri-
can activists insisted that white city leaders recognize racial discrimi-
nation, inequality, and segregation as urgent urban problems. They 
called for a reorganization of institutions and urban power relations 
that would undermine white supremacy. But white liberals resisted this 
pressure, and even those who enthusiastically embraced the language of 
northern racial liberalism saw this approach as neither politically viable 
nor desirable. Their commitment to black rights did not extend as far as 
their black constituents believed it should.
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Detroit’s African American civil rights activists took white liberals’ 
pronouncements about their commitment to race neutrality seriously. 
They did not, however maintain a naive faith in these proclamations, 
nor did they believe that white Detroit leaders would make the fight 
for racial equality a priority. Instead, they consistently worked to high-
light the contradictions that animated northern racial liberalism at the 
same time that they saw northern racial liberal ideology as an available 
discourse they could use to support their claims within the city’s politi-
cal sphere. Black activists helped bolster the sense that racial liberalism 
was both politically relevant and well accepted in the city by pressuring 
white liberals to live up to their promises. They engaged in a range of 
battles for social, economic, and racial justice that drew on both radical 
and liberal forms of protest.

Over the course of the 1930s, middle-class, working-class, and unem-
ployed black Detroiters made more consistent and successful demands 
on the growing and increasingly liberal state, using new strategies to 
fight for the promises of full urban citizenship. As the government grew 
larger and provided more benefits like relief, Detroit’s black residents 
were more likely to engage in fights for equal access to state resources 
and for support from public institutions. In other words, as they gained 
more access to the public sector, African Americans pushed harder and 
more successfully for that access to be on equal footing with whites.

Compared with African American leaders in other northern cities, 
Detroit’s black middle class was more politically conservative, more 
reserved about the promises of unionization, and more consistently 
Republican, a party affiliation that many sustained well into the 1930s. 
These positions reflected the political conservatism and widespread 
hostility toward unions among Detroit’s broader elite. Wealthy white 
businesspeople, especially those connected to the automobile indus-
try, maintained significant influence in local government. Detroit was 
famous for being an “open shop” town —  industrialists were extremely 
successful at quashing union drives and keeping labor organizers out 
of their plants.6 Henry Ford’s patronage and his support for African 
American institutions, especially churches, combined with his aggres-
sive hostility to unions, further encouraged black middle-class leaders 
to reject organized labor. Finally, predominantly white unions made 
little effort to recruit black members before the mid-1930s, frequently 
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discriminated against African Americans, and maintained segregated 
locals. Some working-class African Americans were active union mem-
bers, and others sustained a general interest in the principles of union 
organizing, but it was not until the late 1930s that African Americans 
came to align themselves more consistently with labor than with busi-
ness interests.

More conventional black leaders focused on building alliances with 
whites. They believed that upstanding individuals could draw conces-
sions from specific white leaders in exchange for favors, but nonelite 
blacks had little to offer, would be dismissed as troublemakers, and 
would undermine middle-class leaders’ relationships with power bro-
kers. They were interested in opening the doors of political power to 
educated and economically stable African Americans who were being 
shut out by virtue of their race. Socialists and communists, conversely, 
believed it was the masses —  or the black working class —  that should 
take over the reins of municipal power from the existing elite. Left-
ists imagined a radically democratic city structured by equality rather 
than capitalism and its attendant hierarchies. These activists partici-
pated in popular front politics both in their urban civil rights activism 
and within unions.7 In spite of their ideological differences, however, 
members of these two groups, and those who held political positions 
between them, often worked together in the 1930s and ultimately helped 
change the center of black political discourse.

Civil rights liberals worked with and stood between these two 
camps. They embraced confrontational politics and believed that black 
protest was the only way to win real citizenship. They reasoned that a 
confrontational approach could deliver results because white leaders, 
as self-proclaimed upholders of fairness and equality, and as racial 
liberals, positioned themselves as caring about injustice and racism. 
Exposing racism, airing black complaints, and articulating indignation 
about inequality could and should move white leaders to take action. 
Ultimately, supporters of this approach believed that their cause was 
righteous and that their goals were politically possible, even if unlikely, 
within the current urban terrain. They saw white leaders as suscepti-
ble to mass-based pressure because racial liberalism was an important 
element of white liberal politics, even if it was often far weaker than 
black activists would have liked. For advocates of black protest, racial 
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liberalism was an existing tenet of political discourse in Detroit. It was 
incumbent upon white city leaders to respond to black concerns in 
order to live up to their understanding of themselves. This assessment 
may have been more idealistic than realistic. But that idealism itself was 
an important difference and was based on the growing political impor-
tance of racial liberalism.

Rather than a comprehensive social history of African American 
protest in Detroit, this chapter examines civil rights liberals and consid-
ers their dialogue with white officials and established African Ameri-
can leaders. It will not closely examine black nationalist organizations, 
which, by the 1930s, had attracted many members in Detroit and were 
quite active in the city. These groups built businesses and organiza-
tions in both the formal and informal economies that were oriented 
exclusively toward the city’s black residents and largely divorced from 
the public and private institutions of the larger city. Since the First 
Great Migration, black Detroiters had joined organizations that pro-
moted economic self-help and black nationalism, like the Universal 
Negro Improvement Association, Spiritualist and Sanctified storefront 
churches, and the Nation of Islam, in very high numbers.8 In 1922, 
Detroit boasted the second-largest UNIA chapter in the world, which 
had more than 5,000 members and could attract up to 15,000 to its 
meetings and parades. By the middle of the 1930s, the Nation of Islam 
had between 5,000 and 8,000 followers. These organizations worked 
toward building alternative African American institutions and encour-
aged their members to reject integration and disengage from urban 
whites. However, the overlap between nationalist and non nationalist 
strategies for improving the lives of black Detroiters was far more sig-
nificant in practice than it was in theory. For example, very few black 
Detroiters criticized the idea that African Americans should support 
black businesses, a key element of nationalist rhetoric. At the same time, 
only the most orthodox followers of economic nationalism rejected 
the idea that expanded access to state resources would benefit all Afri-
can Americans, especially when federal money began to be channeled 
toward some nationalist priorities, like job training.

The work of the Detroit Housewives’ League, founded in 1930 by Fan-
nie Peck, as well as its brother organization, the Booker T. Washington 
Trade Association, provide local examples of nationalist organizations 
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that embraced this syncretic approach. The Housewives’ League pro-
moted black businesses by organizing African American women to 
shop in black-owned stores and buy products made by black compa-
nies. This tactic was a two-pronged strategy designed to both support 
black entrepreneurs and create jobs for unemployed African American 
women and men who, the group reasoned, would work in positions 
created by the expansion of black business. The Housewives’ League 
also offered black women tips on economizing as a way to help manage 
their limited resources.9 While the group’s principal work stressed eco-
nomic nationalism, its members also engaged in fights to access state 
resources and battle discrimination in spaces that were not exclusively 
black. For example, the group proposed rent-control legislation as part 
of its platform, something that would affect all Detroiters. Its members 
also participated in boycotts of white businesses that refused to hire 
black workers. As the example of the Housewives’ League illustrates, 
many Detroiters oriented toward economic nationalism simultane-
ously engaged in fights for racial equality without seeing a contradic-
tion between these tactics. Furthermore, it illustrates that black nation-
alist organizations played an important role in emerging black protest 
movements that engaged white leaders and residents because they con-
tributed to and reinforced a culture of institution building among the 
city’s black residents.

Ultimately, the shift from patronage politics to confrontation was 
both ambivalent and uneven in Detroit. For many people, these two 
strategies for addressing African Americans’ concerns were not neces-
sarily contradictory impulses. In fact, what some black residents expe-
rienced as profound and irresolvable ideological differences, many 
others saw as political strategies that were complementary or, at least, 
that could be pursued simultaneously. Many people supported organi-
zations like the Communist Party that used grassroots and street-level 
tactics to agitate for changes that would overthrow the current distribu-
tion of power and resources at the same time that they were members of 
the local NAACP, a group that resisted confrontation as a model for its 
own activism well into the middle of the decade. A number of ideologi-
cally contradictory political ideas could and did make sense to commu-
nity members at the same time. This suggests that many black residents 
believed that the struggle for full local citizenship could be, and in fact 



“Let Us Act Funny” >> 173

needed to be, fought on multiple fronts. Political diversity was a central 
element shaping black civil rights coalition politics of the 1930s.

This change in orientation was built on a new set of assumptions 
about urban politics and racial liberalism. More conventional black 
leaders, who believed that building private and quiet alliances with 
white liberals was a more effective way to gain access to political power, 
sustained a less robust sense of the ability of African Americans to 
force compliance from the urban establishment. Whites in positions 
of power, they reasoned, would dismiss black protesters because white 
leaders did not care about racial inequality or black suffering. Individu-
als could draw concessions from specific white leaders in exchange for 
favors, but groups of nonelite blacks had little to offer and would be 
dismissed as troublemakers. Activists who embraced confrontational 
politics believed that black protest was the only way to win real citizen-
ship for African Americans in the urban North. They reasoned that a 
confrontational approach to white leaders could deliver results because 
white leaders, as self-proclaimed upholders of fairness and equality, 
and as racial liberals, positioned themselves as caring about injustice 
and racism. Exposing racism, airing black complaints, and articulat-
ing indignation about inequality could and should move white lead-
ers to take action. Ultimately, supporters of this approach believed that 
their cause was righteous and that their goals were politically possible, 
even if unlikely, within the current urban terrain. They saw white lead-
ers as susceptible to mass-based pressure because racial liberalism was 
an important element of white liberal politics, even if it was often far 
weaker than black activists would have liked. For advocates of black 
protest, racial liberalism was an existing tenet of political discourse in 
Detroit. It was incumbent upon white city leaders to respond to black 
concerns in order to live up to their understanding of themselves. This 
assessment may have been more idealistic than realistic. But that ideal-
ism itself was an important difference and was based on the growing 
political importance of racial liberalism.

The New Politics of Confrontation

Middle-class African Americans who used the language of civil rights 
rather than reform or uplift to explain their activism developed their 
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comparatively confrontational political style in Detroit in the 1920s. 
Not all black Detroiters felt comfortable challenging the institutional 
discrimination or exclusion that they encountered. However, those who 
did protest unfair treatment were acting on a community understand-
ing, particularly common among economically stable black Detroiters 
by the late 1920s, that black residents shared ownership of Detroit’s 
public resources with other residents. Thus, those women and men 
who challenged discrimination were publicly expressing the indigna-
tion shared by many African Americans.10 This sense of permanence 
and ownership was built on the small but growing political power of 
middle-class African Americans. Although this power had been won 
through patronage-style politics, it empowered residents to make more 
clear demands on the state because it raised their expectations about 
progress. Seemingly small victories, such as the creation of the Mayor’s 
Interracial Committee in 1926, helped more black residents identify the 
city government as a possible, though often reluctant, ally in the push 
for social and political equality. These victories created a generation of 
black residents who expected progress to continue.

Snow Flake Grigsby was emblematic of this new group of activists. 
Like the vast majority of African Americans living in Detroit in the 
1930s, Grigsby was a migrant. He was born in Chatsville, South Caro-
lina, in 1899 during a rare snowstorm (after which he was named) and 
moved north in 1923. Grigsby expected to find new forms of equality 
in Detroit and was disappointed when he immediately encountered 
discrimination.11 Rather than give up on his vision of the urban North, 
however, he fought to make the city live up to his initial expectations. 
From the beginning, he was interested in taking white leaders to task for 
failing to abide by their articulated commitment to urban racial equal-
ity. By 1927, he was superintendent of the Sunday school at St. John’s 
Presbyterian Church and used his position to organize a public speaker 
series, “Let’s Know the Negro in Detroit.” Ostensibly, Grigsby invited 
white city and civic leaders, including government officials and busi-
nesspeople, to give African American audiences their “unbiased views 
of the colored people.” These popular forums, at least one of which 
attracted more than 2,000 people, were actually designed as an oppor-
tunity for African Americans to put white leaders on the spot, expose 
some of the contradictions between their rhetoric and their practices, 
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and pressure them to extend more resources, opportunities, and access 
to African American Detroiters.12 Grigsby took this spirit with him into 
all aspects of his life. In the late 1920s, he enrolled as a pharmacy stu-
dent at the Detroit Institute of Technology (DIT), where he won his first 
fight against institutional discrimination. Grigsby had been required to 
take physical education at the African American branch of the YMCA 
rather joining his classmates at the Y’s central branch. The school and 
the Y ultimately allowed him to join his classmates at the central branch 
but not “without a fight”; Grigsby took the case to a lawyer before the 
DIT or the YMCA would take him seriously.13

Grigsby graduated from the DIT in 1930, but he could not find a 
job as a pharmacist. Like many African Americans with professional 
degrees, he turned to public employment and found work as a clerk at 
the central post office, one of the few public institutions in Detroit that 
employed a significant number of black workers. As federal employees, 
postal workers did not have to take the city’s civil service exam, which 
excluded almost all African Americans from municipal jobs. Grigsby 
was active in his union, the National Alliance of Postal Workers.

After he began working at the post office, Grigsby maintained his 
interest in fighting discrimination. He joined the executive committee 
of the local NAACP in 1931 and initiated a campaign against Detroit 
City College for its decision to rent space for swimming classes at a 
whites-only pool. Grigsby persuaded Walter White, head of the national 
NAACP, to speak at City College and raise the issue in his lecture. He 
also convinced L. C. Blount, secretary of the Detroit branch, to partici-
pate in negotiations with the school’s dean. In his campaign, Grigsby 
placed considerable emphasis on the fact that City College was a pub-
lic institution, arguing that African Americans maintained the same 
rights to city resources as all other municipal residents. In fact, Grigsby 
informed the dean that he would take the case to court “because the 
money used to pay for the pool was tax payer money.” He thus sug-
gested that African Americans were full citizens of Detroit, entitled to 
rights accorded to all other “tax payers.”14

Grigsby’s first two fights against institutional discrimination, at DIT 
and City College, were remarkably similar. In both cases, Grigsby based 
his strategy on the premise that racial liberalism was an accepted politi-
cal stance among the city’s elite. In other words, he relied on the notion 
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that the political parameters within which Detroit’s upper classes func-
tioned included the view that enforcing racial equality was the mor-
ally appropriate choice. He approached the white men in charge of 
these two academic institutions as if they believed that discrimination 
and segregation were wrong and would do what they could to rectify 
inequality once they saw it was occurring. In his effort to put pressure 
on the two colleges, Grigsby thus appealed to administrators’ sense of 
decency and fair play. Furthermore, because City College was a public 
institution, his campaign against segregation in its swimming classes 
included an additional element of faith in the inherent race neutrality 
of urban public institutions, a theme that he would continue to stress as 
the decade progressed. Each case was also a response to the exclusion of 
black students from athletic education within an otherwise integrated 
school program. These acts of segregation emphasized and reinforced 
the notion that intimate physical proximity between African Americans 
and whites was inappropriate.

Less than two months after he raised the issue, City College capitu-
lated to Grigsby’s demands and opened its swimming classes to black 
students. The negotiations ended well. Dean Coffey agreed to put his 
commitment in writing and, in a gesture of goodwill, accepted Grigsby’s 
invitation to address congregants at St. John’s Presbyterian Church, 
where Grigsby served as president. However, this victory also exposed 
a rift between Grigsby’s political and civil rights goals and those of the 
“old guard,” as illustrated by Grigsby’s disagreement with the Reverend 
Robert L. Bradby, of the Second Baptist Church. After City College 
agreed to integrate its physical education classes, Bradby sent a telegram 
to black churches around the city claiming that Edward H. Williams, a 
white school inspector who was running for city council, was respon-
sible for the change in policy. Williams, Bradby claimed, had “always 
been our friend” and deserved black votes in the upcoming election. 
When Grigsby heard about Bradby’s recommendation, he was incensed: 
not only had Williams not participated in the campaign to desegregate 
the swimming classes, but he had refused appeals for help and had 
evaded the issue, explaining that he would not take a stand until after 
the election. Furthermore, Bradby declined to recognize the role of the 
local NAACP even though he had been the branch’s president and was 
serving as an officer at the time. Grigsby demanded a retraction and 
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apology from Bradby, but to no avail. Bradby remained unremorseful, 
and, to Grigsby’s dismay, the local branch was on Bradby’s side.15

Grigsby’s frustration with Bradby points to a fundamental rift be-
tween the two men’s political styles and their two competing approaches 
to the struggle for civil rights. Bradby maintained clear loyalties to 
white politicians and self-consciously, even cynically, used his position 
as an African American leader to promote those connections. His deci-
sion to urge black congregants to vote for Williams indicates that he 
saw black votes as his to leverage as he saw fit. Bradby’s endorsement 
reflected his belief that African Americans would benefit from their 
connections to white politicians, even when those politicians were un-
willing to fight for equality. In the 1930s, Bradby continued to maintain 
his interest in closely affiliating himself with white industrialists like 
Henry Ford. Bradby was interested in preserving a close relationship to 
those institutions and people —  industrialists and politicians —  that he 
identified as powerful, something that he believed was possible only if 
African Americans demonstrated their obliging and unqualified politi-
cal loyalty.

Grigsby was offended by Bradby’s opportunism.16 He did not believe 
that a white politician who had been unwilling to support a campaign 
against discrimination should be assisted by African Americans in 
a citywide election, let alone given credit for the victory. Rather than 
proximity to industrialists and Republicans, Grigsby put his faith in lib-
eralism. He maintained a reserved confidence that the people in power 
would capitulate to his demands once they were presented with the 
“facts and figures.” Furthermore, he reasoned, if city leaders failed to 
make the right choice, activists could appeal to the courts, which also 
professed a commitment to race neutrality.

The Declining Hold of Patronage Politics

This shift in emphasis from patronage politics to confrontation was 
accelerated in the 1930s by a dramatic drop in migration as well as the 
declining fortunes of black reform institutions. Since the First Great 
Migration began, Detroit’s most established black leaders had embraced 
reform and respectability as the cornerstone of their vision for uplift-
ing the race. This “old crowd” believed that migrants’ unfamiliarity with 
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the North, lack of appropriate mores, and poor social comportment 
brought undue suspicion upon all African Americans. Their vision for 
reducing discrimination and ultimately producing the conditions that 
would allow for racial integration was the successful assimilation of 
black southerners into northern culture. This idea was severely under-
mined when southern migrants stopped arriving in large numbers, but 
racism remained.17 Furthermore, the economic downturn also helped 
weaken the authority of uplift ideology by undercutting its central local 
institutions. By the early 1930s, black-run reform programs cut back 
their services significantly. Churches and social agencies ended pro-
grams they had been running since the 1910s, and some closed their 
doors altogether.18 In 1933, the Sophie Wright Settlement, the Franklin 
Street Settlement, and the Delray Institute “were on the verge of clos-
ing” and were running as “simply skeleton organizations.”19 The Detroit 
Urban League was also hard hit by the Depression. In 1930, the Employ-
ers’ Association, which had paid the salary of the DUL’s job placement 
officer for fifteen years, withdrew its support for the position. By 1933, 
the league could pay neither its bills nor its employees for more than 
two months. That summer, it laid off a third of its already shrunken 
staff, leaving the organization with five employees, including its direc-
tor.20 The DUL began to recover in the middle of the decade, but its 1930 
budget of $20,000 was only half that size by 1936.21

At the same time that the finances of black-run social services plum-
meted, the local government began to provide more resources to city 
residents, including African Americans. Indeed, welfare and the grow-
ing state became avenues through which African Americans made new 
demands on the city government and new claims to permanence. Black 
Detroiters began to depend on the state to meet more of their needs 
once the Depression began. For example, fifty of the black families who 
received aid from Detroit’s Department of Public Welfare in 1930, relied 
on city services they had not previously used. Parents in this group took 
their babies to public health clinics set up by the city in 1930. Others 
used expanding state resources for less dire reasons: black boys and 
girls took theater, dancing, and other recreational classes through the 
Department of Public Welfare, which also offered night school for 
adults. Users of these programs continued to struggle with poverty. Ten 
of these fifty families lost their apartments and moved in with relatives. 
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Seven families, “of very high grade type,” took in roomers, and seven 
others took their children out of school so they could work to supple-
ment the family income.22

Beginning in 1933, the New Deal expanded these types of programs, 
helping black residents see the state as a potential, if not always con-
sistent, ally and resource. It provided new services to African Amer-
icans through the alphabet soup of public agencies and through pri-
vate social service organizations, which it began to fund. The Detroit 
Urban League benefited from this alliance. The DUL, whose resources 
had contracted significantly since the start of the Depression, began to 
work in partnership with local New Deal administrators, running pro-
grams on contract for the state. The Works Progress Administration 
(WPA), for example, funded the Urban League to run a series of “prac-
tice houses” designed to train young men and women in household 
service.23 African American women used these houses as a “base for 
activism and social mobility.”24 This creative use of the practice houses 
indicates that black women felt comfortable using state resources to 
their own advantage, rather than acting as passive recipients of often-
condescending programs.25 Before the New Deal, black Detroiters had 
such limited opportunities to procure resources from the government 
that they developed few expectations about what the state could do for 
them. At the same time that the Depression drained the coffers of tra-
ditional reform organizations, public agencies, with white liberals at 
their helm, began to offer more resources to African Americans. This 
new dynamic led to a movement on the part of black residents toward 
the state as a way of bringing resources into their communities. This 
turn both fostered and was fostered by a new kind of activism oriented 
toward mass mobilization.

African Americans’ expanding access to more conventional political 
power also pushed many away from private patronage and toward the 
state as a potential resource, ally, and site to build political strength. The 
growth in black electoral organization, the successes of African Ameri-
can politicians, and a shift from predominantly Republican to predomi-
nantly Democratic voting patterns all contributed to this change.26 Afri-
can Americans had just begun to win local elections in the beginning of 
the Depression. In April 1929, Cecil L. Rowlette, a black lawyer who was 
tied to the Republican Party and who served on the board of directors 



180 << “Let Us Act Funny”

of the Detroit Urban League, was a candidate for Recorder’s Court 
judge. Although he lost the election, his citywide candidacy meant that 
Detroiters saw an African American lawyer positioning himself as a 
person with enough political clout to participate in the electoral process 
as a candidate for a judgeship.27 That year, the city council appropri-
ated $30,000 to build a community center “in the heart of the Negro 
district,” an award that indicated African Americans were able to pro-
cure some city resources from elected officials.28 In 1930, black Repub-
lican Charles Roxborough won a state senate seat, and by 1932, sixteen 
African American candidates were running in the primaries for county, 
state, and federal positions, three of whom won spots in the general 
election, including Dr. Ossian Sweet.29 None of the three won his bid for 
office, including Roxborough, who was not reelected. Charles Mahoney 
faced antiblack propaganda, but the three lost because they were all 
Republicans running against Democrats, who were swept into office on 
Franklin Roosevelt’s coattails.30

African Americans’ turn to the Democratic Party also helped expand 
their access to political appointments and elected officials. In 1932, fewer 
than one-third of Detroit’s black voters cast their ballot for Roosevelt, 
but by 1936 that proportion had inverted. This turn was the result of a 
national shift among African Americans, but it was also a product of 
local organizing. In 1928, mortician Charles Diggs, who would go on to 
become a state senator, joined the Democratic Party. A few years later, 
he organized the Michigan Democratic League, an African American 
political club. By the next year, the group boasted 8,000 members state-
wide, the vast majority of whom lived in Detroit.

Because Detroit never had powerful political machines and local 
elections were nonpartisan, few opportunities had existed for African 
Americans to win public employment or political authority through 
party organizations. Local elections were nonpartisan, and the civil 
service exam excluded most African Americans from city jobs. How-
ever, political parties were significant at the county and state levels. 
The Democratic machine started to produce jobs for African Ameri-
can party activists in the early 1930s, from stenographer, a position held 
by Helen Bryant, to Charles Diggs’s first major political appointment 
as deputy parole commissioner.31 Democrats were also far more likely 
than Republicans to hire African Americans. Wayne County sheriff and 
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Democrat Henry Behrendt, for example, hired three times more Afri-
can American deputies in 1930 than any Republican had before him, 
even though black Republicans had long-standing party organizations.32 
In his 1935 report to the Earhart Foundation titled The Negro Voters in 
Detroit, Thomas Solomon celebrated the positive effects that the ascen-
dancy of the Democrats in the state government had for black voters. 
He explained that Michigan’s Democratic governor, William Com-
stock, who had entered office in 1933, had dispensed more patronage 
jobs to African American supporters in a single year than the Repub-
licans had for the previous eighty years, including a handful of higher-
level positions. Joseph Coles, a black realtor who had become an active 
Democrat in the 1920s, would have agreed with Solomon’s assessment. 
Coles remembered that political appointments of African Americans 
had been unheard of before Comstock took office. In 1934, Comstock 
appointed African American lawyer Harold Bledsoe as assistant attor-
ney general of Michigan. Democrats’ appointments of African Ameri-
cans to high-profile positions pushed Republicans to do the same. In 
1935, after a Republican retook the governorship, Charles Roxborough 
was appointed to replace Bledsoe, and in 1939 Charles Mahoney became 
state labor commissioner. Democrats still far outpaced Republicans in 
their willingness to hand out jobs and their support for black candi-
dates. In 1936, Charles Diggs, a black Democrat, won a state senate seat 
with help from African American and white party organizations. The 
growing power of Democrats on the state and national levels had a pos-
itive effect on African American party activists. The electoral successes 
of African Americans and the expanded political power that they expe-
rienced after their turn toward the Democratic Party helped reshape 
black civil rights institutions, like the local branch of the NAACP.33

Established black leaders also faced considerable pressure from radi-
cal groups to change their political approach. Black communists, whose 
numbers had been quite small before the Depression, garnered new 
interest from African Americans as the economic system fell apart.34 
While the majority of black residents never joined CP-affiliated groups, 
many supported Left-led actions. Black interest in the Communist Party 
was rooted in the neighborhood-based activism it sponsored through 
its Unemployed Councils and in its advocacy for the nine black defen-
dants in the Scottsboro case. The CP’s Unemployed Councils brought 
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residents together to fight for local resources and for state protection 
from the ravages of the Depression. They were most successful in their 
reverse eviction campaigns. Squads of council members helped fami-
lies move back into their apartments after being evicted. This practice 
stalled and sometimes even forestalled evictions, allowing people time 
to amass enough resources to pay rent or move. Early in the decade, 
reverse evictions were common in Detroit’s black east side; sometimes 
four or five happened simultaneously on the same block.35 The Party 
amassed a high profile among African Americans as a result of its 
campaign. “Left-wingers,” black Democrat Joseph Coles remembered, 
“made pretty good gains back in those days. . . . I wouldn’t say that the 
majority of Negroes went along [with the communists], but there was 
a substantial following.”36 Black communists and radicals also set up 
soapboxes in Paradise Valley and spoke in Grand Circus Park, among 
the city’s other leftists. Communists frequented employment agencies, 
recruiting members and sympathizers into its League of Struggle for 
Negro Rights (LSNR).37

The most public struggle between the Communist Party and the 
NAACP was the Scottsboro case, which brought attention to the ongo-
ing public debate about their divergent political styles.38 In Scottsboro, 
Alabama, in 1931, nine young black men were arrested and charged 
with raping two white women on a freight train. Although the state’s 
evidence was weak, the defendants were tried, convicted, and sentenced 
to death within two weeks. The NAACP did not comment on the case 
or offer to defend the men when the news first broke. The associa-
tion was concerned about allying itself with defendants who had been 
hoboing and whose respectability was in doubt. The Communist Party, 
however, jumped to their defense soon after the men were convicted, 
dispatching attorneys to Alabama to handle the appeal. Meanwhile, the 
Party pushed the Scottsboro case into the national limelight, organizing 
community meetings and fund-raising parties across the country. Once 
word of Communist involvement reached the NAACP, national leaders 
reconsidered their original stance and attempted to wrest control of the 
case from the CP.39

On the national level, a bitter fight emerged between the two orga-
nizations over who would defend the men on trial and how to best agi-
tate on their behalf outside of the courtroom. Although these tensions 
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emerged in Detroit, many local residents and organizations were indif-
ferent to the ideological debates that produced animosity between 
the NAACP’s more moderate political approach and the communists’ 
insistence on confrontation. They saw both organizations’ strategies as 
different parts of the complicated and seemingly interminable strug-
gle against racism. Indeed, concern for the Scottsboro defendants 
frequently trumped the ideological rifts that divided the two groups. 
Detroit’s Scottsboro organization, for example, was politically diverse, 
“a cross-section of Detroit citizens.” Dr. Ossian Sweet, a Republican 
famous for his criminal trial in the mid-1920s, headed the committee, 
which included the Reverend William H. Peck, head of the Booker T. 
Washington Trade Association, and Joseph Billups, a member of the 
CP. These three men clearly held politically diverse views, but each 
of them was committed to the Scottsboro trial and was able to work 
with Communists whether or not they toed a CP line.40 Thus, clashes 
between political styles did not necessarily separate working-class and 
middle-class people, even as radical activists called their politics “work-
ing-class.” Although political strategies were certainly connected to 
ideas about class, political divisions did not fall neatly along class lines, 
and the animosity between the NAACP and the CP was not as divisive 
in Detroit as it was in other cities.41

Another example of an alliance between African American leftists 
and more moderate black leaders in the early 1930s occurred after the 
Ford Hunger March of 1932. The march, sponsored by an alliance of 
Unemployed Councils, was an extremely significant event for black 
Detroiters, many of whom walked in it. Marchers called for unemploy-
ment insurance from the state and from private industry. They tar-
geted the Ford Motor Company, which had been a symbol of prosper-
ity through the 1920s but was not offering any assistance to its laid-off 
workers or contributing to Detroit’s Department of Public Welfare —  the 
company was located in Dearborn, its own municipality, and was thus 
exempt from taxation by Detroit, even though most of its workers lived 
within the confines of the city. When marchers arrived at Ford’s River 
Rouge plant, they were attacked by the police and by the company’s 
security guards, who shot into the crowd. Four white protesters were 
shot dead at the site, and one African American man, Curtis Williams, 
died of his wounds a week later. The enormous funeral procession for 
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the four white men brought thousands of people back out onto the 
streets five days after the original march. However, when Williams died, 
the cemetery refused to bury his body alongside the graves of the other 
slain men.

Joseph Billups, a member of the CP, paired up with Charles Diggs, 
a prominent black Democrat and future state senator, to push the city 
to force the cemetery to accept Williams’s body. This alliance across 
political convictions was typical of Detroit’s civil rights coalition during 
the 1930s. After little response from the city, Billups and Diggs threat-
ened to bury Williams in Grand Circus Park, a square near downtown. 
They organized a large funeral procession that marched to Grand Cir-
cus Park with Williams’s casket, picks, and shovels. During the march 
to the park, word came down that Billups and Diggs finally won their 
battle. The cemetery agreed to cremate Williams’s body, averting a clash 
between marchers and the police. Ultimately, Billups spread Williams’s 
ashes over the Ford River Rouge plant.42

Established middle-class civil rights leaders and groups ultimately 
responded to these pressures. Those men and women who were most 
clearly poised to step into the next generation of traditional leadership 
were particularly affected. They supported and even organized mass 
action without subscribing to the radicalism of the Left. However, they 
continued to face indifference, resistance, and sometimes even hostility 
from more established black leaders.

Detroit’s NAACP

Over the course of the 1930s, the local NAACP, like most branches in the 
urban North, both grew significantly and changed its focus from legal 
defense toward an effort to activate members. The rising popularity of 
Left-oriented mass politics coincided with a period of disorganization 
and scant activity on the part of Detroit’s NAACP. The branch’s dor-
mancy reflected its leaders’ neglect, but it also mirrored their political 
priorities. Branch leaders, including the Reverend Bradby and Moses 
Walker, both of whom served as president in the early 1930s, were Afri-
can American professionals who saw their positions at the helm of 
the NAACP as prestigious and strategic —  for them as individuals and 
for African American Detroit. While poor and working-class people 
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certainly belonged to the association, the NAACP membership list also 
included members of the city’s educated African Americans, as well as 
whites who saw themselves as black peoples’ allies. Branch leaders thus 
saw themselves as managers of an important network whose very exis-
tence stood as an emblem of race advancement. In their minds, their 
leadership of the NAACP augmented their prestige at the same time 
that it offered them a platform from which they could negotiate with 
white leaders and defend African Americans against discrimination. 
Their program reflected this sensibility: they provided legal defense to 
city residents who approached them, especially middle-class African 
Americans who fought for access to homeownership, but they actively 
resisted efforts to build the local NAACP into a community-based 
group. For them, mass-based organizing against systemic discrimina-
tion was a different kind of political project, one that would undermine 
their ability to engage white leaders as distinguished representatives of 
the race.43 Aside from a few well-attended meetings that featured prom-
inent local or national speakers, the branch had little visibility in the 
early 1930s. By 1932, membership had waned significantly, the branch 
forwarded little dues money to the national organization, and local offi-
cers would not respond to letters from national staff people.44 While the 
branch grew to more than 2,000 members in 1926, when it was defend-
ing Ossian Sweet, by 1933 that number had dropped to 550.45

Some African American Detroiters pushed to change the local 
organization. In 1928, Lucile Owen was so aggravated by the branch’s 
“moribund condition” that she organized a women’s auxiliary. Arthur 
Randall, an executive committee member, complained with frustration 
that the branch had failed to do much of anything in 1930 —  it had not 
developed its membership, “electrif[ied] the masses,” raised adequate 
funds, or even held regular business meetings.46 National officers also 
pushed branch leaders to turn the organization into an active group. 
Finally, they found an ally in Snow Flake Grigsby, who joined the local 
executive committee in 1931.47 Grigsby hoped that the NAACP would 
provide him with an institutional platform from which he could launch 
the kind of protest-oriented civil rights activism he had already been 
engaging. After a year on the committee, he was frustrated and devel-
oped an agenda designed to breathe new life into the organization. 
He wanted the branch to establish a legal redress committee, expand 
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its membership, and, most important, make clear demands for Afri-
can American inclusion on the city government. He wanted to see the 
NAACP push for the promotion of at least one black garbage worker 
to a supervisory position, the placement of black interns and nurses at 
municipal hospitals, and the dismissal of two white police officers who 
had willfully ignored a cry for help from an African American resi-
dent.48 Ultimately, Grigsby pushed to expand and democratize the local 
association.

NAACP leaders were not interested in reorienting the work of the 
branch, and Grigsby’s platform fell on deaf ears. Furious, Grigsby 
complained that branch leaders were “using the office for personal 
advancement rather than for the good of the people.” Grigsby began 
to organize the association on his own. He pulled together a meeting 
that attracted 800 people aimed at advertising the NAACP’s national 
work and recruiting new members.49 Frank Murphy was the speaker. 
National officers appealed to local executive committee members to 
support Grigsby, but branch leaders were loath to cede control over the 
association or allow Grigsby access to its membership lists. Nonethe-
less, Grigsby, supported by the national office, ran the 1933 membership 
campaign relatively independently of the local officers.50

Grigsby’s vision for the branch was quite different than that of its 
established leaders. He believed that the association needed to wage 
clear, aggressive, and uncompromising protest in order to remain rel-
evant. “If the N.A.A.C.P. Officials challenge various individuals and 
Department heads in our City and institutions,” he explained, “we get 
a greater response from the citizens to support the branch.” In other 
words, the cautious strategy of the branch’s leadership, crafted with 
an eye toward maintaining status among the black middle class and 
approbation from white elites, was only hurting the organization. He 
suggested that black leaders who backed down in the face of white 
resistance in order to preserve their legitimacy would lose respect and 
support among the city’s African Americans.51

Grigsby also took African American professionals and other mem-
bers of the black middle class to task for their lack of interest in the 
NAACP. Only 10 percent of the city’s 175 black attorneys, doctors, and 
dentists and 15 percent of the 400 black federal employees were mem-
bers of the branch. Grigsby was particularly dismayed that so few local 
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ministers belonged, since the program of the NAACP was, in his mind, 
“to make Christianity practical.” He cynically concluded that their lack 
of interest reflected their indifference to anything “that does not put 
something in their coffers.” Grigsby thus extended his critique of the 
association’s local leadership to members of the black middle class who 
were not willing to fight for the rights of the community.52 Grigsby also 
argued that African Americans who were complicit in the exploitation 
of other black people should not be safe from criticism or protest. For 
example, he attacked black doctors for defending substandard hospitals 
and proclaimed that it was his duty as a member of the NAACP execu-
tive committee “to see that no institution or person goes unchallenged 
that infringes on Negroes’ rights in any form.”53

Although Grigsby attacked the middle class for its failure to take an 
interest in the NAACP, he was not calling for the working class to take 
the reins of leadership from the city’s professionals. Grigsby was not 
interested in challenging the premise that members of the black mid-
dle class were the rightful leaders of the race.54 Rather, he was angry 
because the people he believed should have been mounting legal and 
political campaigns against discrimination were instead, from his per-
spective, unwilling to risk their own success in order to fight for the 
greater good of the race.

For Grigsby, the NAACP of the early 1930s was a platform from 
which to articulate his frustration with Detroit’s black leadership partly 
because the national association was engaging in the kind of fights 
Grigsby found worthy and using tactics that made sense to him. Other 
NAACP branches were frustrated by the gradualist and traditional 
approaches of the national association in this period —  annoyed by its 
anticommunism and its episodic hostility toward unions.55 Grigsby, 
conversely, used the activism of the national office to push for more 
militance on the local level and to stress the importance of building the 
local chapter in Detroit. Militancy, for Grigsby, was about shifting black 
politics from a reliance on white patronage as the source of power, to 
the mobilization of the city’s black residents. Grigsby also pushed for 
black economic concerns to remain front and center within struggles 
for civil rights, although he was not interested in reimagining what the 
urban economy looked like in the way that communists were. Instead, 
his economic ideas were more in line with the economic nationalism of 
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groups like the Housewives’ League, the Booker T. Washington Trade 
Association, and the local UNIA. Grigsby worked to ensure that fights 
for good jobs, especially in the public sphere, remained at the fore-
front of civil rights struggles. Rather than prioritizing the interests of 
the elite, Grigsby’s ideas about the common welfare of Detroit’s African 
Americans respected the concerns of working-class and poor commu-
nity members as well.

By the summer of 1933, Grigsby had earned a reputation among Afri-
can American Detroiters for his work with, and in spite of, the local 
NAACP. He also began to deliver lectures to black audiences across 
the city to promote the association and to air his grievances, publicly 
denouncing those people “who call[ed] themselves Negro leaders” for 
being “lethargic stooges.” Grigsby became one of the most popular 
African American speakers among Detroit’s black residents. Indeed, his 
popularity rivaled that of Detroit’s most high-profile preachers. Frus-
trated by the inaction of conventional black leaders, Grigsby contin-
ued to mount his own campaigns against discrimination. That fall, he 
launched an attack on the abysmal treatment that black patients were 
receiving at the Bethesda Tuberculosis Hospital, an overcrowded and 
underfunded municipal facility for African Americans. He blamed 
these problems on “Uncle Tom Negro leaders who had no guts” because 
they were not willing to confront either white city officials or the black 
doctors who ran the hospital. These black administrators, Grigsby sug-
gested, would not demand better facilities for their patients because 
they did not want to disrupt the arrangement with the city that allowed 
them to maintain control of the facility. After a few months of negotia-
tions, the DPW made a commitment to admit black TB patients to the 
Herman Kiefer Hospital, integrate other public hospitals, and hire black 
doctors, nurses, and staff across the system.56

Snow Flake Grigsby’s Civic Rights Committee

Snow Flake Grigsby assumed that racial liberalism was a relevant ele-
ment of urban political discourse —  so relevant that he could use it to 
his own advantage in his organizing. Indeed, civil rights liberalism in 
Detroit was animated by the assumption that white liberals could be 
persuaded to live up to the ideals they propounded, even though they 
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were clearly unlikely to do so. Grigsby thus accepted northern white 
leaders’ positioning of themselves in opposition to southern racists. At 
the same time, he strategically exploited the gap between how white 
liberals saw themselves and the realities of African Americans’ experi-
ences. He believed that exposing racism and inequality and then vocally 
protesting against their maintenance was the best strategy for winning 
concessions from white city leaders.

Grigsby and his cohort recognized that white liberals were suscep-
tible to protest because they valued their identities as upholders of 
race neutrality and urban fairness. He relied on these elements of their 
political vision. More conventional leaders did not share this sensibility. 

Snow Flake Grigsby. Image courtesy of the Burton Historical 
Collection, Detroit Public Library.
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For them, African Americans were only relevant to white leaders in 
their role as power brokers —  they saw themselves as traders of votes 
for patronage. Grigsby and his cohort used the growing strength of 
racial liberalism among the city’s white leaders to develop their politi-
cal style. They also relied on African Americans’ growing electoral 
strength but conceived of that power as leverage for expanding rights 
rather than something that could be exchanged for favors like mone-
tary support for a church or social agency. Grigsby and the Civic Rights 
Committee publicly attacked advocates of patronage-style politics for 
their lack of vision. In so doing, they strengthened the power and rele-
vance of northern racial liberalism, with mixed consequences for Afri-
can Americans.

After two years on the executive committee and a failed bid for the 
branch’s presidency, Snow Flake Grigsby grew tired of fighting against 
Detroit’s moribund NAACP and finally gave up his efforts to reshape 
the organization.57 He founded the CRC as a new platform for his activ-
ism and used it to focus his energy on expanding black access to public 
jobs and resources. The CRC’s principal objective was to push African 
Americans to use their collective strength to fight against the discrimi-
nation that kept them economically subordinate. The rhetorical ques-
tion “What are you going to do about it?” appeared on the cover of the 
committee’s first pamphlet, which reprinted employment figures from 
An X-Ray Picture. This question stood as a challenge to black Detroit-
ers to take action and as an attack on more conventional black lead-
ers for failing to mobilize black political power. Indeed, although there 
were almost 80,000 eligible African American voters in the city, slightly 
more than 25,000 were registered, and only 8,000 had voted in the 
last election.58

The CRC encouraged African Americans from across the class di-
vide to vote, sign petitions, attend lectures, join protest organiza-
tions, and remain educated and indignant about how discrimination 
affected their lives. This outrage marks an important difference between 
Grigsby’s political style and the approach of more established black 
leaders. No black Detroiter could have been surprised at the news that 
discrimination had shut off municipal employment to African Ameri-
cans. But Grigsby’s assertion that this discrimination constituted a pro-
found and egregious violation of basic civil rights —  that it had nothing 
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to do with black ability, comportment, respectability, or talent —  and 
that average black residents could change these conditions by joining 
together and asserting their political power was a departure from the 
message of established black leaders. For the CRC, rectifying the city’s 
discriminatory practices and pushing African Americans to use their 
vote strategically were part of a larger campaign to redefine urban citi-
zenship and to reshape what it meant, politically, to be black in Detroit. 
Grigsby encouraged black residents, even working-class and poor Afri-
can Americans, to see themselves as politically organizable, rather than 
as politically dominated, and as legitimately threatening to the status 
quo. The CRC did not align itself with either political party. Instead, 
its leaders consistently argued that black voters would lend support to 
candidates who expanded access to public jobs for African Americans. 
This focus on employment certainly challenged endemic white suprem-
acy, and the CRC was uncompromising when it came to black exclu-
sion, but theirs was a liberal approach to civil rights activism. Unlike 
communist or anticapitalist demands, the CRC was not calling for the 
reorganization of urban power, the mass redistribution of wealth, or a 
profound change to the city’s economy.

In order to reorient the relationship between African American 
Detroiters and city politics, the CRC held frequent public forums, spon-
soring debates and lectures by black and white speakers. These meetings 
were extremely popular and often attended by hundreds of people. They 
were an important part of the committee’s push to get African Ameri-
can Detroiters to see themselves as civic participants. Their aim was to 
draw average residents into political conversations and confrontations, 
and to challenge the notion that elites held a monopoly on engaged citi-
zenship. As they negotiated with public officials, CRC leaders drew on 
this support to position themselves as influencers of black public opin-
ion. Rather than presenting audiences with clear-cut answers, the CRC 
worked to cultivate civic engagement by encouraging average citizens to 
challenge black leaders with questions. For example, in February 1934, 
the committee sponsored a presentation that featured three influential 
African Americans, the Reverend R.  L. Bradby, Charles Roxborough, 
the Republican state senator who had recently lost his seat, and attor-
ney Charles Mahoney, all of whom were invited to speak on the topic 
“The Greatest Need of the Negro in Detroit.” After their short talks, the 
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Reverend William H. Peck, a member of the CRC’s board of directors 
and head of the Booker T. Washington Trade Association, responded to 
their proposals, opening up questions about effective political engage-
ment and inviting participants to make decisions of their own.59

Grigsby and the CRC believed that white liberals’ embrace of race 
neutrality was politically meaningless unless it was accompanied 
by access to jobs and the wealth that came with them. Its 1934 forum 
featuring Frank Cody, the superintendent of Detroit’s public schools, 
provided a clear illustration of this political idea. In his address, Cody 
pledged that he would not permit segregated schools in Detroit, which, 
he explained, were being covertly introduced in other cities. However, 
this promise did not deter criticism or scrutiny. “It’s not worth any-
thing,” Grigsby declared, “to be able to go in one of your finest places 
and sit down to eat, if you don’t have the price of a meal.”60 Cody was 
asked “many pointed questions, some of which were apparently diffi-
cult to answer.” For example, audience members wanted to know why 
the word “black” was written on the school cards of African American 
students, why so few black teachers were employed in the system, and 
why it was so difficult for African Americans to get even unskilled jobs 
from the Board of Education. Grigsby and CRC activists posed many 
of these questions, but even if less activist-oriented attendees were not 
comfortable confronting Cody head-on, they watched other black men 
and women verbally challenge a white public official who had already 
promised to uphold integration.61

Grigsby saw CRC forums as opportunities for citizens to engage 
directly with speakers, white or black. For example, the committee 
invited Lloyd Loomis, a white city prosecutor, to address a mass meet-
ing. The Tribune reported that “many questions” were being asked of 
the CRC when it announced the event, since the courts often treated 
blacks unfairly and employed no African Americans. A few weeks 
before Loomis’s talk, a black man who had been arrested for robbing 
a white girl with a knife and stealing $4 was placed under a $100,000 
bond. Meanwhile, after attempting to assault an African American girl 
in her home, a white traffic officer was released on a $1,000 personal 
bond. Grigsby responded to these concerns with skepticism about Loo-
mis’s aims and with an invitation to residents to come and challenge 
the prosecutor’s sincerity. If Loomis’s decision to speak at a CRC forum 
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was a “political move,” Grigsby explained, “Mr. Loomis will have a lot of 
questioning to answer.”62

Grigsby’s commitment to fighting for the expansion of state resources 
for African Americans, and for a more robust welfare state in general, 
was probably also shaped by his wife’s experiences as a social worker 
for the city’s Department of Public Welfare. Eliza Grigsby, who held a 
master’s degree in social work, trained volunteer social workers to help 
manage the city’s caseload. In 1934, she traveled to Atlanta, Georgia, 
for six weeks to run a training program at the Atlanta School of Social 
Work, sponsored by the Federal Emergency Relief Agency, for African 
American women from southern states.63 Eliza Grigsby was not on the 
board of the Civic Rights Committee, but, like her husband, she was 
clearly interested in how and in what manner the state could and would 
help African Americans.

The CRC worked hard to expand the power of the black vote and, 
in so doing, demonstrate the political importance of black voters. 
Indeed, it was vitally important to the growth of Detroit’s black elec-
torate. The CRC maintained a policy of endorsing candidates based on 
their records of service to African Americans rather than their party 
affiliations. African Americans, the committee believed, had more hope 
of asserting their power outside of political parties than as a subordi-
nate part of integrated political machines. This electoral independence, 
Grigsby explained in a public meeting attended by more than a thou-
sand people, meant that politicians would not be able to take black 
votes for granted.64 Furthermore, Grigsby and the CRC were willing 
to ally themselves with activists with a broad range of political convic-
tions. For example, Grigsby spoke to the Nat Turner Club, an African 
American chapter of the Communist Party, on the “Tragedy of White 
Christianity as Applied to Negroes.”65

Grigsby frequently drew attention to the difference between his new, 
confrontational approach to civic engagement and what he saw as the 
ineffective political style of established black leaders. He reserved his 
staunchest criticism for those men and women who used their positions 
at the head of African American organizations to advance their own 
needs rather than working toward civil rights for all black residents. 
In his well-attended lectures, he expressed his animosity toward their 
orientation, accusing them of undermining fights to “secure economic 



194 << “Let Us Act Funny”

justice for the Negro.”66 For example, in a typical lecture at the black 
YMCA attended by 300, Grigsby declared that ministers’ “false leader-
ship” and their inability to understand poor African Americans’ con-
cerns hampered their effectiveness. He lauded “the awakening of the 
younger generation” and also denounced white public officials for fail-
ing “to play fair with their constituents.” Grigsby called on white circuit 
court and Recorder’s Court judges to assign more cases to black lawyers 
and also “charged some of the colored lawyers with attempting to block 
the investigation launched by the committee,” in an effort to protect 
their relationships with judges, even though they received so little in 
exchange for their loyalty.67

Grigsby came into conflict with established middle-class black lead-
ers who were reticent to go too far in their criticisms of men whom they 
considered white patrons. John Dancy, of the Detroit Urban League, 
was particularly cautious. He did not want the DUL to be publicly asso-
ciated with actions or campaigns that could be seen as controversial. 
He was particularly averse to alienating powerful white men or women 
with what he identified as overly antagonistic tactics. For example, his 
initial response to a case of discrimination at the University of Mich-
igan, and his subsequent anger about how it was ultimately handled, 
demonstrated that he believed that the most effective way to rectify dis-
crimination was through private channels of patronage. In the spring 
of 1934, Dancy agreed to help Jean Blackwell secure a place in Martha 
Cook, the women’s dormitory. Blackwell, an African American student 
at the University of Michigan, had applied early for a spot in the dorm 
and met the academic qualifications for admittance but was denied a 
room. Dancy agreed to speak to his contacts at the university, but by 
the middle of August nothing had happened. Frustrated, Blackwell’s 
mother, Sarah Blackwell, approached the CRC and began to publicize 
the case. Grigsby wrote a letter to Alice Lloyd, the university’s dean 
of women, demanding a place for Jean at Martha Cook. After Lloyd 
refused, Grigsby appealed to the governor for help, stressing the fact 
that the university was a public institution and that Lloyd’s decision 
violated Michigan’s Civil Rights Act.68

Dancy was furious about this turn of events. He was especially 
incensed by a Negro Associated Press article, reprinted in black week-
lies across the country, in which Sarah Blackwell accused him of having 
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done nothing for her daughter. In a letter to a friend at Baltimore’s 
Urban League, he wrote that he had “had the right people interested 
in this case —  bosom friends of the administration at the University,” 
but that he would no longer pursue his leads. He explained that he 
was “very much surprised that Mrs. Blackwell should resort to such 
tactics,” indicating that he did not agree with her decision to take the 
case to the CRC or to expose his connection to the issue. In fact, Dancy 
suggested, bringing the issue out into the public jeopardized his abil-
ity to work behind the scenes, especially since he had made the appeal 
“on personal grounds.” He was also leery about associating the Urban 
League or his name with the Blackwell issue; he believed that the league 
could only be hurt if it or he was associated with this type of pressure 
campaign.69 He believed that public strategies for confronting discrimi-
nation were appropriate as long as they maintained a clear connec-
tion to the NAACP or to other protest organizations. He was willing 
to work quietly for the Blackwells, but once the case became public, he 
believed that it became “purely a National Advancement Association 
job” and did not want his name associated with the debate.70 This case 
also demonstrates that the Blackwells, a comfortably middle-class fam-
ily that could afford to send their daughter to the University of Michi-
gan during the height of the Depression, chose to use a far more con-
frontational political style than the norms of middle-class respectability 
might have dictated in a previous moment. It underlines the relatively 
broad acceptance that protest politics and the political styles of activists 
like Grigsby had achieved among the city’s middle class.

In 1937, Grigsby published another pamphlet, whose title clearly 
exposed his antipathy toward the weakness of current leaders. In White 
Hypocrisy and Black Lethargy, Grigsby took black leaders to task for 
not having done enough to address the problems that black Detroiters 
faced. He accused them of being “too afraid to go out into the deep 
where things are rough” and called on them to take a more confronta-
tional stance toward city leaders. Finally, he concluded, “If the Negroes 
are going to solve the problem that confronts them in Detroit and in 
America today, we must move . . . into a realm of friction. . . . The Negro 
will never take his place as a respectable citizen until he learns to serve 
notice to everyone that he is willing to fight for his rightful place in 
the Sun.”71
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The CRC fought to open jobs for black workers —  from profession-
als to unskilled laborers —  in branches of the city government as well as 
private companies. Over the course of the decade, Grigsby and the CRC 
became known for forcing the Detroit Board of Education, Detroit Edi-
son, Detroit Receiving Hospital, the U.S. Postal Service in Detroit, and 
the Detroit Fire Department to hire and promote African Americans.72 
The CRC used tactics that ranged from relatively conventional efforts 
to negotiate with existing organizations, to electoral campaigns, to the 
pressure of flooding an agency with applicants. Its efforts to open more 
positions to black firefighters and end segregation in firehouses were 
typical of how the CRC fought its battles. The CRC used a range of 
strategies to address the problem. A group of prominent black citizens 
met with representatives from the Firemen’s Union to express concerns 
about their support for segregation in firehouses and discrimination 
against black applicants interested in becoming firefighters. The CRC 
also organized African Americans to vote against an amendment to the 
city’s charter that would allow the Fire Department to uphold segre-
gation. Grigsby also petitioned the Common Council to subpoena the 
city’s fire commissioners and hold hearings to investigate Fire Depart-
ment practices. The Common Council rejected this appeal numerous 
times, in spite of Grigsby’s threats to advertise its disinterest to the city’s 
black voters.73

Finally, the CRC organized a weeklong campaign designed to pres-
sure the city to open up its hiring process. This campaign is a clear 
example of Grigsby and the CRC’s central strategy of first closely moni-
toring a problem to expose how racial inequality worked, and then 
using this exposure, alongside mass organizing —  in this case getting 
black men to apply for jobs as firefighters en masse —  and electoral pres-
sure to push white leaders to do the right thing. In early May 1938, the 
CRC called on African American men between eighteen and twenty-
seven years of age to apply to the Fire Department during the first week 
of the month. The CRC provided a private physician to examine black 
applicants during that week and had special observers watch the oral 
examinations of black candidates. A small article on the front page of 
the Detroit Tribune announced the call and encouraged all black clergy 
to draw attention to the campaign from their pulpits the Sunday before 
in an effort to widely publicize the campaign and get as many men to 
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apply as possible. This kind of diligent observation was one way that 
Grigsby used racial liberalism as a tool in his campaigns. It was expo-
sure —  something that was relevant only in the face of an urban-wide 
discourse, at least outwardly accepted despite severe limits by the city’s 
white leaders, that suggested that the state should be more equitable —  
that Grigsby used to his advantage.74

Grigsby was a tireless organizer and networker. Throughout the 
decade, he and the CRC worked to expose racial discrimination and 
used their research, alongside diverse forms of political pressure, to 
push local institutions to hire more black workers and end discrimi-
nation and segregation. Grigsby maintained a high profile in Detroit’s 
black neighborhoods. The city’s black weeklies, the Detroit Tribune and 
the Michigan Chronicle, both ran articles on their front pages refer-
ring to Grigsby or the CRC at least once a month between 1934 and 
1939. Grigsby attracted large audiences to hear reports about the CRC’s 
work, and toward the end of the decade, he was elected “Negro Citizen 
of the Year” by a community-wide poll.75 In 1939, after the U.S. Con-
gress passed a bill disallowing federal employees from participating in 
political activism, Grigsby was forced to resign from the CRC. He did, 
however, remain active in the National Alliance of Postal Workers, an 
all-black union of postal workers.

Protest Politics

Activist groups linked to the city’s informal civil rights coalition fought 
a range of battles for social, economic, and racial justice that drew on 
radical and liberal forms of protest and helped bolster racial liberalism 
in the city. Civil rights struggles in Detroit during the 1930s were often 
organized around the principle that protest could help relieve inequal-
ity because protesters would expose the fundamental contradiction 
between liberal discourse and urban realities. Rent strikers, for exam-
ple, drew attention to race-based exploitation and the enormous gap 
between their ability to pay high rents and landlords’ monthly earnings. 
One group, the Renters and Consumers League, organized working-
class black and white Detroiters to fight against rent “gouging” and 
the exploitation of tenants. In the summer of 1937, activists in Detroit, 
inspired by a series of successful rent strikes in Pontiac, formed the 
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organization with ties to the United Automobile Workers –   Congress of 
Industrial Organizations (UAW-CIO), the Communist Party, and activ-
ist black ministers.76 The league called on tenants to organize neighbor-
hood rent strikes as a strategy to pull down the cost of housing and 
push landlords to take care of buildings that were crumbling into dis-
repair. Rents in black neighborhoods had skyrocketed since 1936, when 
the city began to tear down a large area it had deemed a slum to make 
room for an all-black public housing project. The Renters and Con-
sumers League organized both black and white renters to testify at an 
open meeting of the Common Council in July 1937 to air their concerns 
and demand rent subsidies from the city.77 In early August, the group 
held an organizing meeting that attracted more than 200 participants. 
Speaking to an enthusiastic crowd, the Reverend Horace White, an 
African American, proclaimed that black and white tenants needed to 
stick together if they wanted to beat back exploitative rents. After rais-
ing the rents of black tenants, he explained, “landlords tell the white 
people if they don’t pay high rents, they’ll evict the white tenants and 
put Negroes in.”78

Over the next year, more than 200 black families participated in at 
least three successful rent strikes across the city that used this language 
to explain their actions.79 In one apartment building, forty-two tenants 
stopped paying rent when their landlord asked for increases. In three 
years, as the building went from a majority-white to majority-black ten-
ancy, the strikers’ spokesperson explained, rents had been raised from 
seven to twelve dollars, and the final increase, to thirteen dollars, had 
driven the tenants out on strike. The landlord was making $2,000 per 
month on the building, which was sitting in disrepair. The landlord 
relented quickly on the rent demands, but protesters continued pushing 
to get their needs met. Tenants asked for a signed agreement holding 
rent at the lower levels, which the landlord resisted. They also pushed 
for laundry facilities in the basement, decorations in the hallways, and 
new furniture to replace old and broken furnishings.80

Groups like the Civic Rights Committee and the Renters and Con-
sumers League found an eager audience among Detroit’s African 
Americans in the late 1930s. Angela Dillard demonstrates that the 
Detroit’s “labor –  civil rights community .  .  . began to develop a more 
stable organizational infrastructure” during this time. The UAW and its 
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Negro Organizing Committee, the National Negro Congress, the Com-
munist Party and its “various front groups,” and the Conference for the 
Protection of Civil Rights all fought against racial discrimination and 
for workers’ rights.81 The approach of these groups helped push more 
mainstream organizations, like the local NAACP, toward a more activ-
ist stance.

By the end of the decade, Detroit’s NAACP had became more con-
frontational in its approach to protest than it had been in the early 
1930s. Different leaders headed the organization, but their influence 
alone did not create the new political culture. The national association 
had begun to push the Detroit branch toward a more confrontational 
style as well. National officers believed that the best strategy for manag-
ing discrimination was to collect and publicize anecdotal and statisti-
cal information that exposed injustices faced by African Americans and 
use it to put pressure on local officials, an approach that fit neatly with 
Grigsby’s strategies.82 As August Meier and John Bracey have explained, 
the association worked “to reach the conscience of America,” a goal that 
was based on the liberal premise that compassionate white Americans 
would see racism as a travesty of justice once they truly understood its 
impact on their fellow citizens. NAACP officers and activists were not 
naive; they did not believe that this task was an easy one or that white 
Americans would automatically understand the meanings of prejudice, 
even if it was presented to them clearly. However, they continued to 
accept this liberal tenet as an ideal and maintained faith in its frame-
work as the most appropriate way to approach the struggle for equality.83

Organizations like the Civic Rights Committee posed a threat to the 
prominence of the NAACP locally because they appealed to the same 
group of people that NAACP leaders saw as their principal audience.84 
National officers believed that local leaders were not doing enough to 
ensure that the NAACP remained in the spotlight. William Pickens 
lamented that the CRC was doing such a good job working on NAACP-
like campaigns that Snow Flake “Grigsby’s organization is going ahead 
doing work that [the] NAACP should do.”85 Pickens complained that 
local leaders were working to preserve their control over the associa-
tion. Unlike Chicago’s NAACP, which participated in the fight to push 
the national association toward the left, Detroit’s branch was reticent 
about change. The national office was not attempting to push Detroit’s 



200 << “Let Us Act Funny”

branch toward radicalism. On the contrary, it shared the branch lead-
ers’ concerns about being associated with an excessively confronta-
tional political style. The association’s most influential leaders worked 
self-consciously to uphold its moderate posture within the field of pro-
test, in spite of the fact that NAACP activists on the left, especially those 
with communist, socialist, or labor-based sympathies, were pushing the 
association to support union organizing and, more generally, to change 
its tactical approach.

By the end of the decade, a new middle-class black leadership that 
embraced civil rights liberalism, sustained closer ties to the concerns 
of working-class Detroiters, and was more open to coalitions with 
Left-oriented groups took the reins of power at the local NAACP. The 
association’s work against police brutality offers an example of the 
shift in black political culture toward protest politics, which helped 
bolster racial liberalism in the city as a whole. Police brutality had 
been an NAACP issue in the 1920s, but the association’s approach 
shifted over the 1930s to one that was more confrontational and based 
more in efforts to organize protests, petitions, and meetings for many 
members of the community rather than simply sending a group of 
middle-class black leaders to negotiate with white men in positions of 
power.

Brutality and neglect had characterized most black residents’ expe-
riences with the city’s police force for decades, and officers consis-
tently acted with impunity. Some contemporary observers believed 
that relations between African Americans and the police deteriorated 
significantly in the mid-1920s, around the time of the Sweet case. In 
1926 alone, police officers shot and killed fourteen African Americans.86 
The next year, in a widely publicized case, a white police officer shot 
and killed a black man while he was holding his hands in the air.87 The 
NAACP successfully pressured the prosecutor to issue a warrant for 
the officer’s arrest, but the policeman was charged with manslaughter, 
released on bail, and ultimately found not guilty of murder.88 This was 
not an isolated incident. Just a week later, for example, a white police 
officer threatened to murder two black men who had been accused of 
crimes the officer could not prove and feared for their safety based on 
precedents of violence in similar situations.89
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During the Depression, activists monitored and protested police 
brutality more assiduously and consistently than they had in the past. 
In the early 1930s, the League of Struggle for Negro Rights, a Com-
munist Party organization, took the lead on issues of police brutality, 
and the NAACP did not work with it. When James Porter was shot to 
death by a policeman in his home, the LSNR provided its headquarters 
for Porter’s body to lie in state and turned his funeral into a political 
meeting. Funeral attendees elected fifteen people to approach the police 
commissioner and mayor with a list of demands. Five thousand peo-
ple attended a protest meeting in Grand Circus Park, indicating broad 
community interest in this issue and outrage over the killing of Porter.90

By the end of the decade, black outrage against police brutality 
reached a fevered pitch, and the NAACP began to participate more 
actively in protests against these violations of African Americans’ rights. 
In fact, fighting police brutality jumped to the forefront of the associa-
tion’s activities and became the most important issue for negotiations 
with white city officials by the end of the 1930s. In July 1938, NAACP 
leaders successfully pressured Mayor Richard Reading to open a probe 
of police brutality at the Canfield station, a precinct in the city’s largest 
black neighborhood. J. J. McClendon, president of Detroit’s NAACP —  
which had once again become the largest branch in the nation in 1939, 
with 6,000 members —  headed a committee of black community leaders 
designed to address the chronic lack of accountability for police officers 
who abused African American residents. A July 1939 meeting spon-
sored by this group at the AME Bethel Church attracted 3,000 people. 
The speaker, African American attorney Charles Houston, from Wash-
ington, DC, called police brutality the “second stage of lynching.”91 The 
NAACP’s renewed activism against police brutality signaled its will-
ingness to work in coalition with leftist organizations, since struggles 
against police brutality linked racial justice to the left wing of the labor 
movement. The NAACP, for example, worked with the Civil Rights 
Federation, a coalition of labor and leftist organizations from across the 
city and state, which took a lead in organizing against police brutal-
ity. The federation recorded and publicized incidents of police harass-
ment of African Americans as well as welfare recipients, leftists, labor 
activists, protesters, and strikers.92 The NAACP also joined a coalition 
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of leftist groups in an organization called the Committee to End Police 
Brutality, which McClendon chaired. Collecting more than 21,000 
signatures, the group presented a petition to the Common Council in 
September 1939, asking for the ouster of the city’s police commissioner, 
Heinrich Pickert. The council refused to fire Pickert, and in answer to 
the committee’s request to investigate 100 instances of “brutal treatment 
of citizens,” Mayor Reading responded that only two officers’ actions 
warranted further investigation because the others had not employed 
too much force.93

Conclusion

As African Americans became more assertive and confrontational in 
their fight for racial equality, white leaders responded by taking black 
concerns more seriously and addressing black demands more read-
ily. Thus, struggles for equality and survival during the 1930s reshaped 
African Americans’ orientation toward white city leaders, changed how 
those white leaders managed their relationships with African Ameri-
cans, and shifted how white leaders thought about racial equality. White 
leaders’ increasing embrace of racial liberalism was thus rooted in their 
responses to black residents’ demands. This dynamic can be difficult 
to see for a few reasons. First of all, white liberals tended to describe 
their racial liberalism as a product of their unusually expansive toler-
ance rather than a response to African American demands, as Frank 
Murphy did in his speech on the “races question.” Second, white lead-
ers frequently ascribed little importance to their interactions with black 
residents. For example, black organizations saved numerous examples 
of correspondence with white city leaders that do not appear in those 
leaders’ papers. Finally, white daily newspapers rarely covered black 
protest. Together, these practices make it difficult to trace how a specific 
protest or a specific action may have affected white leaders generally or 
white liberals specifically. However, a close examination of black pro-
test, how it developed over the decade of the 1930s, what kinds of strate-
gies black activists deployed, and how blacks understood their relation-
ships with white city leaders sheds light on this understudied dynamic.

By the end of the 1920s, uplift ideology, patronage politics, and the 
reform institutions that had shaped the ideological and institutional 
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centers of black political life throughout the 1910s and the early 1920s 
had already begun to lose their political authority among black Detroit-
ers. The dominance of patronage, uplift, and reform as solutions to 
political and economic problems suffered a further blow during the 
Depression. Ultimately they maintained their importance as cultural 
and social discourses throughout the decade, but most African Ameri-
cans interested in civil rights activism moved away from these ideas. 
Instead, economically based arguments about how to improve the for-
tunes of the black community and change the racially defined relations 
of power in the city took on new political importance and informed 
the outlook of new organizations while reshaping the approach of some 
established groups, like the NAACP. Rather than self-help and philan-
thropy as models for attaining equality, the language of civil rights and 
demands on the state for full citizenship began to be articulated more 
clearly and consistently during the Great Depression.94 This changing 
perception included the beliefs that the city, state, and federal govern-
ments could become dependable allies and that public sector leaders 
needed to rely on black voters. These ideas helped promote the turn 
among African Americans toward civil rights coalition politics because 
they contributed to the reduction in importance of private patronage 
and cultivated the sense that mobilizing African Americans as an elec-
torate could be a viable political strategy.

The city’s labor movement also relied on the growing liberalism of 
local and statewide leaders. In 1937, Frank Murphy was elected gov-
ernor of Michigan, a victory for liberalism that helped encourage the 
state’s labor movement as well as black activism. Detroit’s African 
American civil rights activists owed a great deal to the labor move-
ment for supporting their work.95 This dynamic became increasingly 
important in the second half of the decade, after the Wagner Act gave 
workers significantly more protection to form unions. The UAW-CIO, 
along with other unions, began to organize and then win recognition 
in plants and workplaces across the city. The labor movement gave a 
significant number of African American activists organizational train-
ing, which they also used to mobilize support and build movements 
outside of labor unions. African Americans active in their own unions 
or involved in labor politics, like Snow Flake Grigsby, frequently stood 
at the forefront of struggles against segregation and discrimination in 



204 << “Let Us Act Funny”

nonunion settings. Predominantly white unions became allies in spe-
cific campaigns for black rights in the city, or they worked on related 
issues simultaneously, sometimes coordinating their efforts closely and 
other times working quite independently from civil rights groups. The 
dynamic presence of the labor movement in Detroit, in a more general 
sense, helped to produce a culture of protest that supported the work of 
black activists. The next chapter turns from the urban political sphere 
to a discussion of how race and black activism shaped debates about 
labor and interracial unionism.
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Northern Racial Liberalism and Detroit’s Labor Movement

In a hotly contested mayoral election in November 1937, Richard Read-
ing beat Patrick O’Brien in what turned into a referendum on the power 
of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in Detroit. Reading, 
who railed against what he called the “Communist dominated” CIO, 
was a friend to business and hostile to New Deal programs. He prom-
ised to clamp down on welfare cheats and support the law-and-order 
police department, which was notoriously antagonistic and aggressively 
brutal toward both union activists and African Americans. Although 
the elections were officially nonpartisan, Reading was clearly aligned 
with the Republican Party. O’Brien, aligned with pro-labor Democrats, 
headed a group of five other candidates who were running for the city’s 
Common Council and called themselves the “Labor Slate.” Their plat-
form included a commitment to end discrimination against African 
Americans in city jobs and to fire the police chief, who had been un-
responsive to complaints about his officers’ conduct. However, black 
voters were suspicious of the CIO. In this election, most supported 
Reading, who swept into victory with majorities in most precincts, 
including predominantly black neighborhoods.1

Few African Americans were willing to vote for a CIO-backed can-
didate for mayor in 1937, even though O’Brien expressed his interest in 
working against racial discrimination. Many more black voters sup-
ported the future mayor, whose political platform seemed to conflict 
with some of the major goals and priorities of black residents —  like 
his clear support for a police department that was brutalizing African 
Americans. Detroit’s more conservative black leaders, who endorsed the 
Republican-aligned ticket, helped sway black voters toward Reading.2 
The city’s African American, pro-labor civil rights activists campaigned 
for O’Brien, but their minority voices failed to generate widespread 
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support among black voters, and Reading won by large margins in Afri-
can American neighborhoods.3

African American voters’ skepticism about O’Brien was rooted in 
their experiences with white liberal supporters of racial liberalism who 
made claims about racial justice but failed to deliver on their promises. 
It also emerged from their responses to the city’s Left, its predominantly 
white labor movement, and the CIO, all of which promoted inter-
racial organizing but did not did so consistently. Finally, it came out 
of African American voters’ doubts about the labor movement’s ability 
to mobilize real political or social power, and whether an alliance with 
labor would strengthen or weaken African American access to influ-
ence, jobs, and resources.

O’Brien, the Labor Slate, and the African American activists who 
supported them were unable to demonstrate to black voters that an 
alliance with the CIO and a break from established business inter-
ests would work in African Americans’ favor. Joseph Coles and Wil-
fred Newman, two African American Democrats active in the O’Brien 
campaign, printed 1,000 copies of a circular directed at black vot-
ers the week before the election. The pamphlet highlighted the Labor 
Slate’s civil rights planks and described the CIO as a “Godsend” for 
unskilled black workers. It also included editorials warning that a Read-
ing administration would bring “police terror,” poor housing, and high 
rents, while O’Brien, a Democrat aligned with the New Deal, could 
secure “financial assistance from Lansing and Washington.”4 Further-
more, Labor Slate candidates appeared frequently at campaign stops 
in black neighborhoods. However, black newspaper editors, most of 
whom supported Reading, were loath to cover the O’Brien campaign 
and instead celebrated Reading as fair-minded.

While these voting results appear decisive —  African Americans re-
jected a liberal CIO-backed candidate in 1937 in favor of a conserva-
tive, business-aligned candidate —  the choice here between liberals and 
conservatives was ambiguous rather than straightforward. Black sup-
port for Reading in the 1937 election was possible because Reading, like 
other Republican politicians, had been influenced by the discourse of 
racial liberalism and used race-neutral language to describe his goals 
and principles. In an interview with Ulysses Boykin, a black Republican 
who had been appointed to a job by Reading when he was city clerk, 
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Reading described himself as interested in upholding the state and fed-
eral constitutions and “all of the obligations which guarantee equal rep-
resentation to all regardless of race color or creed.” While he supported 
a police department with a racist record and was interested in cutting 
public programs that benefited African Americans, he explained these 
commitments in terms of his support for “law and order” and fiscal 
caution.5 Thus, African Americans in 1937 were not rejecting O’Brien’s 
antiracism in favor of a candidate who used explicitly racist epithets, or 
whose supporters were organizing a racist whisper campaign as Charles 
Bowles’s supporters had in 1929.

African Americans aligned with the labor movement were skep-
tical of Reading’s weak commitment to black residents’ concerns. 
Charles Berry, for example, secretary of the Civic Rights Committee, 
asked Reading whether he would fire the police commissioner, hire 
more black police officers, or include more African Americans on city 
commissions. Reading sidestepped these questions with race-neutral 
language; he pledged to ensure that all police officers and appointees 
met “basic qualifications” but did not agree to hire or appoint African 
Americans, specifically.6

Although some of the African Americans who campaigned most 
aggressively for Reading were decidedly antiunion —  like Willis Ward 
and Donald Marshall, Ford Motor Company’s personnel agents for 
African Americans —  most of Detroit’s black Republicans also enthusi-
astically endorsed Maurice Sugar, a radical labor lawyer who was run-
ning for the Common Council on O’Brien’s Labor Slate.7 The Detroit 
Tribune, a black weekly that retained clear allegiances to the Republican 
Party and consistently endorsed Republican-aligned local candidates, 
regularly ran positive news articles on its front pages detailing the work 
of black radicals and labor activists and lauding their victories. Sugar, a 
Jewish, left-wing lawyer closely aligned with the industrial labor move-
ment, defended sit-down strikers and worked as counsel for the UAW.

Sugar worked closely with the city’s pro-labor black civil rights activ-
ists and was famous among African Americans for defending James 
Victory in 1934.8 Victory had been accused of slashing a white woman 
and stealing her purse. He had an excellent alibi but was framed by 
police and demonized by one of the city’s daily newspapers. The Detroit 
Times used the case to argue that increasing and rampant criminality 
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justified support for the police department’s use of aggressive tactics —  
which were principally directed toward union activists and African 
Americans. Without explicitly claiming that African Americans were to 
blame for urban crime and disorder, the Times used Victory to strongly 
suggest this link. African Americans organized Victory defense com-
mittees and participated in letter-writing campaigns to support the 
defendant. Sugar recast Victory as honest, hardworking, and subject 
to discriminatory abuse. His team, which included two black lawyers, 
won a verdict of not guilty from an all-white jury, and Sugar came to be 
widely praised among African Americans. The Detroit Tribune covered 
the case in great detail, celebrating Sugar’s win and attributing Victo-
ry’s win to the work of the International Labor Defense and the League 
of Struggle for Negro Rights, both of which were Communist Party 
organizations.9 The Tribune’s seemingly contradictory endorsements 
reflected its multiple commitments —  to the Republican Party and fiscal 
conservatism, and to white activists who were strongly committed to 
the struggle for racial justice.

African Americans’ rejection of O’Brien was a product of the CIO’s 
uneven record of racial inclusion, which was starkly illustrated in a 
well-covered incident of discrimination less than one week before the 
election. At the end of October 1937, four African Americans were 
turned away from a UAW-CIO dance sponsored by the welfare com-
mittee of a Chrysler local. Members of the Michigan branch of the 
National Negro Congress (NNC) organized a series of meetings to 
respond to the incident. The NNC had been working closely with the 
UAW and consistently promoted industrial union organizing among 
African Americans. The organizations had cosponsored a two-day 
“industrial and economic” conference in August. The local issued an 
apology a few days later and restructured its committees, adding a 
black member to each one in an effort to ensure fairness. While the 
local union responded quickly to NNC organizers’ concerns, the inci-
dent confirmed skeptics’ assertions that the CIO’s rhetoric about inter-
racial organizing and its commitment to black equality could be super-
ficial in practice. Furthermore, NNC complaints about the CIO’s weak 
commitment to interracial unionism were given significant coverage in 
black weeklies, with a front-page story in the Detroit Tribune just days 
before the election.10
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Like other white liberal leaders in Detroit, CIO leaders practiced 
northern racial liberalism. They used racially progressive language to 
describe their commitments, but they also failed to build institutions 
that lived up to their rhetorical convictions. Their interest in allying 
with African Americans and in fighting for interracial unionism seemed 
instrumental from the perspective of black voters. Maurice Sugar, how-
ever, received support from a range of African American voters because 
he had demonstrated, through his activism, that his interest in racial 
justice was more than rhetorical. He had developed real alliances with 
African Americans in the fight to defend James Victory. Unlike Sugar, 
white liberal union leaders and leftists often developed an approach 
to racial justice that mirrored the northern racial liberalism of their 
counterparts in urban politics. This contributed to and reinforced the 
importance of racial liberalism in the labor movement and in the city 
at large. African Americans saw the predominantly white labor move-
ment’s explicit commitment to interracial union organizing as a super-
ficial beginning. By the end of the 1930s, black workers and residents 
sustained a reasonable expectation that white leaders interested in their 
support would use language about racial equality when they addressed 
a black audience. They were looking for something more: white allies 
committed to the fight for racial justice who used clearly and consis-
tently inclusive practices in their own work.

Occupational Segregation

Occupational segregation between African American and white work-
ers increased during the first half of the Depression, which was due, 
in part, to white employers’ consistent practice of dismissing black 
workers before laying off whites. The aggregate loss of jobs in Detroit 
industries is a stark illustration of this phenomenon. Between 1929 and 
1933, more than 70 percent of black industrial workers lost their jobs, 
while a little more than 50 percent of white workers in the same indus-
tries lost theirs. The proportion of African Americans in industrial jobs 
fell from almost 7 percent, which was approximately the same as the 
proportion of African Americans in the city’s population, to less than 
4 percent over the same years.11 The National Industrial Recovery Act 
of 1933 (NIRA) amplified this trend. Instead of raising black workers’ 
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pay, after the federal government mandated higher wages for a range of 
positions, white employers frequently fired black workers and replaced 
them with whites. John Dancy, head of the local Urban League, saw 
white employers’ practices as evidence of an explicitly racialized way 
of thinking. He argued that white employers were thinking “in terms 
of [their] own” kind. These businesspeople believed that white men and 
women should hold jobs that paid decent wages before African Ameri-
cans. They were happy to employ African Americans when they were 
able to pay minimally.12

African American women and men frequently appealed to indus-
trial leaders, either as individuals or as spokespeople for the race, to 
hire more, or any, black workers. The cordial letters that they received 
back from these companies exemplify white employers’ evasiveness and 
illustrate the slipperiness of a racist practice that was veiled under the 
sheen of northern racial liberalism. In one typical exchange between 
the Michigan Democratic League, a group of African American Demo-
crats, and the Stroh Brewing Company, Stroh’s politely explained that 
the company did not foresee any openings for black workers. The 
brewery planned to “take care” of its former employees before it would 
consider hiring anyone new.13 Until the early 1930s, letter writing, cor-
dial appeals, and face-to-face meetings with employers were the most 
common forms of action taken by African Americans in their quest 
to secure wider access to employment for black workers. These were 
the tactics used by the Urban League, as well as countless other orga-
nizations and individuals. However, in 1933, Dancy explained that the 
new wave of firings in response to the passage of the NIRA was “caus-
ing an increasing amount of unrest.” In fact, Dancy wondered why 
more black residents were not involved with radical movements that 
offered clear critiques of the New Deal. “Is it not a wonder,” he asked 
rhetorically, “that Negroes do not more quickly subscribe to the radi-
cal movement that offers at least an imaginary surcease from this form 
of discrimination?”14

Black residents and workers frequently used tactics that were not 
connected to established labor unions in order to push for integra-
tion in the workplace. For example, in Pontiac in 1933, a group called 
the Independent Club successfully pressured the district manager of a 
Kroger grocery store to hire a black clerk. Kroger stood in the heart 
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of Pontiac’s largest black neighborhood, and more than 90 percent of 
its customers were African American. The Independent Club began its 
campaign by appealing to the store’s managers, but after six weeks of 
negotiations, the club failed to win a commitment from Kroger to hire 
any black workers. Frustrated, club members called a boycott and began 
to canvass the neighborhood to drum up support. The boycott lasted 
for only three hours, after which store managers relented and agreed to 
hire a black clerk and “groom [him] for the managing of it.”15 African 
Americans also formed community-based labor organizations designed 
to address the needs of black workers and coordinate their relationships 
with unions. In October 1933, four months after the NIRA was passed, a 
group of black Detroiters got together to form the National Federation 
of Negro Labor. The group argued that job discrimination and hostil-
ity from white unions had left black workers in an unenviable position. 
However, it proclaimed, African Americans still needed a labor organi-
zation to effectively fight for their rights as workers.16

Over the course of the 1930s, African American activists formed 
many similar organizations to fight for occupational integration, some 
of which dispersed after a single issue was addressed and others of 
which continued on through the decade. More established groups, like 
Snow Flake Grigsby’s Civic Rights Committee, saw job discrimination 
as a main target for their activism. As the decade wore on, most of these 
organizations developed increasingly confrontational political styles. 
Boycotts and other actions designed to have an economic impact on 
discriminatory employers became more and more popular. As Dancy 
elliptically observed, discrimination clearly hurt black residents, but it 
also encouraged them to fight more aggressively for their rights.

African Americans used a range of strategies to address employment 
discrimination and develop an alternate vision of racial justice in the 
workplace. Some organized their own, predominantly black unions. 
Others became interested in the Left —  rejecting the political approach 
of what they saw as an ineffective black leadership. A few hundred Afri-
can Americans in Detroit joined communist or socialist organizations, 
the largest proportion of whom became members of the Communist 
Party. A far larger group of black residents, which numbered in the 
thousands, joined or supported Left-led organizations such as Unem-
ployed Councils. These men and women helped or supported reverse 
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evictions, participated in protests, or became interested in left-leaning 
labor organizations, which promoted interracial unionism. Still others 
shied away from the Left and unions altogether, suspicious of the extent 
of white leftists’ and unionists’ commitment to inclusion and racial jus-
tice. Finally, some African Americans became involved or allied with 
the predominantly white labor movement. Interracial unionism, like 
northern racial liberalism, was a conflicted and inconsistent promise 
for racial justice coming from leaders of the predominantly white Left 
and the white union movement.

Predominantly Black Unions and the National Alliance of 
Postal Employees

When white unionists talked about “labor activism” during the 1930s, 
they were referring to struggles over wages, the pace of production, 
union recognition, and a host of other issues that pit the needs of work-
ers against the accumulation of profits and power. For them, discrimi-
nation in hiring was a civil rights issue rather than a labor issue. Afri-
can Americans would not have made this distinction. Conversely, most 
would have described access to jobs as one of the most important labor 
issues that they confronted. They saw occupational segregation and dis-
crimination as community, civil rights, and labor concerns.17 African 
American workers had experience with unions and collective action 
before they encountered the CIO in the mid-1930s. Some participated 
in the Communist Party or were active in the Auto Worker’s Union 
(AWU) in the 1920s.18

Black union members in majority-black unions represented a small 
portion of the overall black workforce, but their visibility far outstripped 
their numbers. Before the late 1930s, most black union members 
worked in nonindustrial jobs, as musicians, barbers, or government 
workers. Musicians and barbers, among others, belonged to segregated 
locals that maintained separate organizations for black workers, who 
were excluded from membership in white locals. Other black workers 
belonged to predominantly black unions that were not officially segre-
gated but reflected the occupational segregation that shaped the city’s 
labor market. For example, the union for the city’s garbage workers, 
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while not formally segregated, was predominantly black, since 98 per-
cent of Detroit’s 610 garbage workers were African American.

Most of the black union members who belonged to majority-white 
unions before the middle of the 1930s worked in the skilled trades as 
electricians, brick masons, plasterers, or printers. However, very few 
black men belonged to these unions, since African Americans were 
rarely permitted to become apprentices, and when they were, they were 
only allowed to apprentice to other black workers. Even though it was 
very difficult to break into the union as a black brick mason, the masons 
held a strong antidiscrimination policy for their members. They sent 
out mixed-race groups to jobs all over the city and penalized employ-
ers for turning away black workers who had been dispatched from the 
union hall to fill a job.19 Little solid evidence remains of smaller-scale 
union drives or of organizing efforts designed to pull workers together 
to fight collectively for improved conditions. However, traces of this 
activity do linger and indicate that black workers used collective orga-
nizing as a tool to assert their rights and to fight for their interests. One 
example of this activity was the mention of an “organization of domes-
tic workers in Detroit” in 1934.20

Few records from segregated or predominantly black locals have 
made their way into public archives, and records from majority-white 
locals in Detroit that were not affiliated with the CIO include few 
explicit references to African Americans or to race before the beginning 
of explicitly interracial campaigns. However, black workers and issues 
relating to race were significant players in the union movement before 
the CIO began its push toward interracial organizing. The black press is 
one of the few sources available for examining the experiences of black 
workers in predominantly black unions in the urban North before they 
encountered the industrial drives of the middle to late 1930s. Black 
newspapers frequently covered the activities of predominantly black 
unions, reporting on their meetings, conventions, and negotiations 
with their predominantly white counterparts. The papers rarely covered 
work-based disputes, like negotiations with managers, or went into 
detail about workers’ grievances on the job. Members of predominantly 
black unions were newsworthy partly because their members main-
tained a high level of visibility within black community institutions.
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The National Alliance of Postal Employees (NAPE) was the larg-
est and most visible majority-black union in Detroit. Its local chapter 
was founded in 1927 “for the purpose of protecting and advancing the 
cause of the Negro worker in the postal service.”21 Founded in Tennes-
see in 1915, by the early 1930s, NAPE had grown into a national union 
with 28,000 members, and branches all over the country. NAPE activ-
ists worked to organize and build their union at the same time that 
they fought to represent and advocate for black postal workers. The 
two other national postal unions that were active in Detroit excluded 
black workers from their ranks.22 The growth of NAPE coincided with 
the growth of black workers in federal jobs in Detroit and across the 
country. Unlike cities like Chicago and New York, where machine poli-
tics offered African Americans a limited entrée into municipal public 
employment, black workers had little access to other public employ-
ment in Detroit.

Detroit’s black weeklies consistently covered NAPE, reporting on 
local, regional, and national meetings and frequently praising the work 
of the organization.23 Detroit’s NAPE activists made no distinction 
between their fight to protect their rights as workers and their struggle 
to win battles against racism and discrimination in the city. For exam-
ple, in April 1934, union activists pushed the issue of restaurant dis-
crimination into the courts because their members were having trouble 
finding a place to eat lunch. That month, the federal government had 
opened a new building downtown to serve as the city’s main post office, 
its federal courthouse, and its customs office. The building opened in 
April and did not include a cafeteria. Before the move, postal workers 
had patronized the federally run cafeteria, which was not segregated. 
This proved to be an enormous problem for black workers, since res-
taurants and cafeterias in the area maintained segregated seating and 
refused to serve black workers who would not comply with their stric-
tures. Black men and women who worked in the area before the new 
federal building opened had been patronizing these restaurants and 
accepting segregated seating without complaint. The influx of many 
more black workers in the area meant that available accommodations 
were no longer adequate. This practical problem —  that black postal 
workers had no place to eat lunch —  combined with the alliance’s com-
mitment to fighting against discrimination propelled NAPE activists 
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to protest against the offending restaurants. Six postal clerks, includ-
ing the union’s president, J. J. Anderson, brought their case to the city’s 
prosecutor, who warned local restaurant owners that if they continued 
to discriminate against black patrons, warrants would be issued against 
them. The Michigan Civil Rights Act of 1865 outlawed some discrimi-
nation in public accommodations. Activists were using this law to sup-
port their effort to integrate the cafeteria.24

NAPE activists saw their fight against restaurant discrimination as 
part of a larger civic dispute over the place of African Americans in 
the increasingly interracial city. Even after the warning, white restau-
rant owners in the area were quite aggressive about asserting their pre-
rogative to either maintain segregated seating or refuse service to black 
patrons. For example, one restaurant owner asked two black postal 
workers when they broke for lunch and, beginning the following day, 
closed his restaurant during the time that overlapped with their lunch 
hour. Black postal workers were not deterred by these tactics and con-
tinued to demand service in areas designated whites-only and at the 
times they could break for lunch. The alliance also maintained pressure 
on the prosecutor’s office, which finally issued a warrant for the arrest of 
John Peterson, one of the restaurant owners, who denied the accusation 
that his segregation policies stood in violation of the Michigan Civil 
Rights Act. Ultimately, three cases were brought against Peterson, who 
was found guilty of violating the act. However, the judge gave Peterson 
a suspended sentence and declared that the local NAACP should moni-
tor the problem, making it clear that he did not believe it was the state’s 
responsibility to uphold antidiscrimination laws. NAPE activists were 
disappointed with this outcome.25

The alliance’s fight against discrimination gave the organization 
power and visibility that the group’s white counterparts could not 
ignore. A few days after the alliance began to publicize its case against 
local restaurants, the all-white local of the National Federation of Post 
Office Clerks (NFPOC), a union affiliated with the American Fed-
eration of Labor, finally agreed to meet with a committee of activists 
from NAPE. The meeting was designed to “bring about a more ami-
cable relation between the two organizations, and to break down the 
color barrier which has kept the white and colored clerks estranged.”26 
Soon thereafter, the postal clerks’ union invited African Americans to 
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join their group. By 1937, 100 of the predominantly white local’s 1,100 
members were African American. In fact, that November, Snow Flake 
Grigsby was elected first vice president of Detroit’s NFPOC and became 
the union’s delegate to the Wayne County Federation of Labor. Grigsby 
defeated two white opponents in his bid for office.27

NAPE activists were interested in joining the NFPOC, but they did 
not relinquish their own organization, and they were unwilling to settle 
for second-class membership in the predominantly white group. For 
example, a few weeks after the NFPOC met with the alliance, the post 
office social committee invited NAPE members to form an all-black 
orchestra for post office functions. Alliance members saw this invita-
tion as an insult, since they had been working to open up the NFPOC 
band and glee club to black workers who were interested in performing. 
NAPE thus rejected the offer to form an orchestra until the other music 
groups stopped discriminating, refusing to settle for Jim Crow status 
and reserving their right to continue pushing for integration.28 NAPE 
activists also remained suspicious of white politicians, a few of whom 
visited alliance meetings to court their votes. NAPE member Thomas 
Solomon warned black workers to be wary of these visits, since newly 
elected officials rarely displayed “tangible evidence” of their support for 
African Americans. For example, he complained in the Detroit Tribune, 
elected officials had failed to give “Negroes employment in the cafeteria 
at [the] Roosevelt Park” post office.29

Readers of the city’s black weeklies, the Detroit Tribune and the Mich-
igan Chronicle, would have associated black unions with struggles in the 
workplace, but they would have also connected them to fights against 
discrimination and for civil rights more generally. These organizations 
stood alongside groups like the Civic Rights Committee, which was 
also oriented toward labor issues, and the NAACP, which became more 
interested in labor struggles as the decade wore on. Black unions were 
frequently in the news for their fights to ensure equal access to employ-
ment and accommodations. Furthermore, black postal workers who 
were active in the alliance were also relatively prominent citizens within 
the black community; a number were leaders in civil rights organiza-
tions or held positions on their boards of directors. Snow Flake Grigsby, 
head of the CRC, was the most well-known example in Detroit. Thomas 
Solomon, who was on the board of the CRC, was also a postal worker. 
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Solomon was the lead plaintiff in the restaurant discrimination case and 
also was in the news because he challenged the president of Detroit’s 
NAPE in the local’s elections soon after the restaurant discrimination 
case went to court —  an election that was covered by the Tribune.30

Among black Detroiters, postal workers were recognized as mem-
bers of a well-respected and celebrated laboring class. They were men 
and women who often were very well educated and held relatively well-
paying working-class jobs. They fit comfortably into the cultures created 
by African American organizations that were dominated by black busi-
ness owners and professionals. Many of them had trained to become 
professionals, but discrimination prevented them from finding jobs 
in their chosen fields, and instead they ended up working in the post 
office. Grigsby, for example, held a pharmacy degree. Thomas Solomon 
had a bachelor’s degree and was working on his PhD in political science 
at the University of Michigan. In 1934, he won a fellowship from the 
Earhart Foundation and completed his degree in 1939, all while work-
ing at the post office. His dissertation, “The Participation of Negroes in 
Detroit Elections,” focused on black voting patterns in Detroit. Solo-
mon was also active in other community organizations. He was a mem-
ber of the Boys’ Work Committee of the YMCA and a student member 
of the Nacirema Club. Solomon was also a member of the local chapter 
of the Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity.31

In 1935, Thomas Solomon ran for president of NAPE local in a race 
that mirrored the struggles for power within the black political sphere. 
Solomon argued that black postal workers needed to be more pro-
active about demanding their rights, and that they needed to approach 
overtures from white union leaders with caution. He lost to J. J. Ander-
son, who was interested in maintaining a less confrontational posture 
toward both the post office and white unions. Like other political strug-
gles within the black community, this election pitted two men against 
each other who were well educated and maintained at least semielite 
status among other African Americans. Their differences lay in their 
ideas about the direction of leadership. In other words, neither man 
was calling for a radical departure from the existing model for attaining 
their goals —  one that put a well-educated man at the helm of a struggle 
over community rights and power. Rather, they disagreed about how 
and whether it was politically expeditious to mobilize a constituency 



218 << racial liberalism and detroit’s labor movement

of less privileged community members in order to fight for equality, or 
whether it was more advisable to appeal to white leaders, in this case of 
unions, to achieve those goals.32

Few black postal workers trusted that their concerns would be 
addressed adequately as members of the Post Office Clerk’s union, and 
so they continued to maintain an active NAPE chapter even after a 
majority signed up with the white union. In 1937, Detroit’s NAPE began 
a cooperative buying club, inviting members to buy food in bulk and 
share the savings among them. The branch continued its cultural pro-
gramming, sponsoring a concert at the YWCA and women’s auxiliary, 
even though the alliance had female members.33 In the summer of 1937, 
alliance activists appealed to national NAACP leaders to help them 
pressure managers at Detroit’s post office to promote black workers. 
Ten black clerks and carriers had been recommended to the local post-
master, but none was promoted into any of the six supervisory posi-
tions filled that year.34 NAPE activists, while calling for a robust labor 
movement in support of the organizing that was taking place around 
Detroit, also provided an explicit critique of what they saw as the most 
common approach to interracial organizing. In an editorial in the local’s 
news letter, one writer asserted that “most white fellow workers . . . have 
a great desire to help uplift the Negro and to help him better his condi-
tion.” However, he explained, these white workers held a condescending 
attitude toward their black colleagues. They “feel gratified in thinking 
that they have helped uplift an inferior creature.” The article differenti-
ated this approach from one that “regarded the Negro worker solely as 
a man or woman placed under similar circumstances. . . . They regard 
him as a man [or woman], possibly superior in intellect, or inferior in 
intellect. This class is very small.”35 By 1939, no African American postal 
worker held a job as a foreman or at a post office window in Detroit, but 
NAPE continued to press for more fair promotion policies, as well as 
sponsor other activities, like a benefit dance for the group.36

Detroit’s Communist Party

The Communist Party and other leftist organizations were visible and 
influential in Detroit’s labor movement and in the city at large. They 
helped to shape labor-based and municipal debates about race and 
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about African Americans and, by extension, the meanings of racial lib-
eralism in Detroit. By aligning themselves with fights for racial equal-
ity and against “white chauvinism,” the CP and other radicals helped 
support and publicize African Americans’ claims about the negative 
consequences of discrimination and the positive social effects of inter-
racial cooperation and robust racial equality —  in both private and pub-
lic spaces. This was a position that separated their ideas about race from 
the notions of equality promoted by northern racial liberals, most of 
whom did not advocate social integration. At the same time, however, 
white communists’ and leftists’ commitment to interracial organizing 
and racial justice was uneven.

Although radicals did succeed in getting some white workers and 
some African Americans to align themselves with the Left, their ideas 
about race, labor, and capitalism were not widely accepted by the city’s 
mainstream. However, their influence remained important and affected 
the discourse of racial liberalism for two reasons. First, white and 
black communists and socialists, alongside other African Americans, 
produced rhetoric about interracial organizing and about building an 
interracial city that was ultimately taken up by white liberal leaders. 
Second, northern racial liberals deliberately cast their ideas in opposi-
tion to those of radicals. They self-consciously rejected radicals’ claim 
that racial and class inequalities were intertwined. Instead, they care-
fully separated their vision of what racial equality should look like from 
an analysis that criticized capitalism, private property, and other forms 
of institutional and class inequalities that shaped northern cities. In 
contrast to communist ideas about racial justice, northern racial liber-
als held a vision of urban peace and racial equality that relied on the 
sustenance of most existing relations of power.

The first predominantly white organization to promote interracial 
union activism was the Communist Party, which started to recruit Afri-
can Americans in the late 1920s.37 The CP’s advocacy of racial equal-
ity influenced some white residents’ ideas about African Americans 
and interracialism by encouraging them to connect their struggles to 
the fight for racial equality. The coincidence of the Communist Party’s 
mass appeal to employed and unemployed people in Detroit and of its 
national, concerted campaign to integrate the Party and to fight against 
“white chauvinism” —  its term for racism —  meant that many whites in 
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Detroit were exposed to the CP line on racial equality. Not all white 
communists or communist sympathizers took these dictates to heart, 
although the CP’s ideas about interracial unionism became influen-
tial in the local labor movement by the middle of the 1930s and thus 
affected white and black city residents.38

The Party cast interracial unity as revolutionary, and African Ameri-
cans functioned as a powerful symbol, representing the most oppressed 
and revolutionary class of American workers, employed or unem-
ployed.39 As part of its effort to recruit more black members, Detroit’s 
Trade Union Unity League and the AWU cosponsored an “Inter-racial 
Proletarian Cabaret” at the New Workers Home. The New Workers 
Home was located in a neighborhood that was becoming increasingly 
integrated, on the east side of the city, directly north of Paradise Val-
ley, Detroit’s largest black district. Detroit’s CP also held an interracial 
mass meeting at the end of 1929, designed to “lay the basis for build-
ing a branch of the American Negro Labor Congress” (ANLC), one of 
the first labor organizations in the city to take an exclusive interest in 
black workers and African American unionism. In 1930, the ANLC met 
with some success, appealing to more African Americans than the few 
who organized it. It sponsored a lecture by Otto Huiswood, the head 
of the National Negro Department of the CP, and held a number of 
meetings in black neighborhoods focused on “solidarity with the Negro 
workers of Haiti,” which had been occupied by the United States since 
1915. These meetings ultimately attracted twelve new black members to 
Detroit’s CP.40

The CP and African American communists in Detroit argued that 
it was crucial to organize and recruit black workers into unions and 
Party activities in the industrial North. In an article in the Daily Worker 
about organizing the “Negro masses” in Detroit, Robert Woods empha-
sized the importance of recruiting black members to the Party and 
stressed the importance of supporting interracial relationships. African 
Americans were the “most exploited section of th[e] working class,” he 
explained, and had “shown their readiness to carry on a militant fight 
against . . . intense economic and racial discrimination.” As such, they 
were central players in the fight to overthrow capitalism and build a 
more just and equitable society. White chauvinism, he argued, was a 
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bourgeois and reactionary tendency that undermined the Party’s effort 
to win the support of the majority of workers.41

The CP explicitly encouraged interracial dating among its members. 
In his article, Woods addressed one of the central, and often unarticu-
lated, anxieties of white workers: miscegenation. He dismissed the idea 
that sexual relations between white women and black men were inher-
ently problematic and instead came out in favor of interracial relation-
ships. “When the well-known question ‘What would you do if a Negro 
wanted to marry your sister?’ is asked,” he explains, “we must not only 
state that we would not resent it, but that we welcome such inter-racial 
marriages, as a step towards breaking down the capitalist instilled 
antagonisms between the different sections of the working class.”42 
According to Jacob Spolansky, an informant paid by industrialists to 
infiltrate communist circles in Detroit, the CP lured in black members 
with “inducements in the form of social recognition.” In his testimony 
to the House of Representatives, which was investigating communist 
propaganda in 1930, he suggested with clear horror that white commu-
nists would attract black workers to their cause by demonstrating their 
interest in racial equality. Furthermore, Spolansky reported with alarm, 
African Americans would be shown “where white people freely inter-
mingled with the colored men and women.” The Party’s commitment 
to racial equality and to social integration challenged ideas commonly 
held by white Detroit residents about racial propriety.43

The Party’s interest in recruiting black members, its militant stance 
against white chauvinism, its recognition of discrimination in hiring, 
and its denouncement of poor working conditions, pay, and living stan-
dards faced by African Americans all reflect the Communist Party line. 
However, while African Americans held an important symbolic and 
ideological place in CP thought, real African Americans often con-
fronted prejudice and hostility from CP members and sympathizers. 
Campaigns to recruit more African American Party members and to 
condemn what the Party called “white chauvinism” did not eliminate 
racism. For example, Al Goetz, president of the AWU, would not admit 
black workers into an event at the Graystone Ballroom in 1929, which 
frequently held events for African Americans. No one in the Detroit 
branch challenged his decision, with some members openly supporting 
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him.44 The next year, one woman, Mrs. Estrin, attempted to prevent a 
group of African Americans from attending a Communist Party meet-
ing at the Jewish Workers Club, even though they had been assigned to 
a “nucleus” that was meeting there. Implying that her petit bourgeois 
status accounted for her racist behavior, the Daily Worker reproached 
Mrs. Estrin for her actions, explaining that she was not a worker but 
merely “the wife of the owner of a tailor shop.” While the Jewish Work-
ers placed her on probation and claimed to “sharply condemn her 
actions,” members of the club were not unanimous in their criticisms, 
and at least two defended her.45

Black Detroiters continued to be interested in the CP. Shelton Tap-
pes, a black activist who became very involved with the UAW, believed 
that the CP helped black workers see the importance of organizing. 
His father and uncles, he explained, were antiunion because of the dis-
criminatory policies of the AFL, but they “responded to the Unemploy-
ment Council, and other organizations which called for the workers to 
get together and do something about their problems.”46 Indeed, during 
the Depression, as black political allegiances were shifting away from 
patronage politics and white business leaders, even relatively main-
stream African American Detroiters became interested in alliances 
with the CP. A 1934 editorial in the Republican-affiliated Detroit Tri-
bune endorsed the Party’s growing influence, concluding that commu-
nism could help bring about “the ‘New Deal’ that the American people 
are determined to get.”47 Another Tribune editorial concluded that com-
munism was far better than “the race hatred and injustice of the average 
100 per cent white American citizens who think Negroes are footballs 
to be kicked around at will.”48

The CP’s advocacy for racial equality helped shape some white resi-
dents’ ideas about African Americans and interracialism by encourag-
ing them to connect their own struggles against unemployment to the 
fight for racial equality. Not all white communists or communist sym-
pathizers took these dictates to heart, but the CP’s ideas about inter-
racial unionism became influential in the local labor movement by the 
middle of the 1930s and thus clearly had an effect on many city residents.



racial liberalism and detroit’s labor movement >> 223

Majority-White Unions and Black Ambivalence about the 
Labor Movement

A small portion of African Americans affiliated themselves with the 
labor movement before the late 1930s, including men and women with 
experience in predominantly black unions like NAPE, as well as a cadre 
of black leftists. These activists provided African American Detroiters 
with models for labor organizing that considered black civil rights 
concerns. They also sustained relationships with predominantly white 
labor and leftist organizations like the Communist Party and the Civil 
Rights Federation, which maintained visible connections to struggles 
for racial justice. Indeed, black residents’ attitudes toward unions were 
affected by the growing popularity of a more confrontational political 
style among African Americans over the course of the 1930s, as well as 
gradual shifts among a range of black leaders toward the labor move-
ment. They were also reshaped by the increasing importance of indus-
trial organizing within the labor movement. At the same time that black 
activists and their supporters were pushing unions to fight against dis-
crimination, the national labor movement began to shift from a com-
mitment to craft-based organizing to industrial unionism.

By the mid-1930s, African Americans in Detroit held a broad range 
of opinions about unions. Most saw the city’s majority-white unions 
as institutions that actively discriminated against black workers. Their 
wariness was rooted in experience with these organizations and their 
activists. The American Federation of Labor, for example, had a history 
of supporting segregation both nationally and locally, and in the begin-
ning of the Depression it was notorious among African Americans 
for its racism. Almost all of Detroit’s AFL locals were segregated, and 
some colluded with employers to retain whites-only workplaces. At one 
plant, white AFL-affiliated activists signaled their willingness to accom-
modate, if not abet, their employers’ exclusion of African Americans 
when they refused to fight for their black coworkers’ jobs after they won 
a wage increase. Together, a group of white and black AFL-affiliated 
workers walked out of their plant in a strike over wages. The next day, 
employers invited the whites to return to the plant at higher pay but 
fired the black workers who had participated in the action, replacing 
them with whites who had not previously been at the plant. Rather than 
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continuing to fight for the black jobs, white workers saw the outcome 
of their action as a victory. Whether or not they conspired with man-
agement to segregate the workplace, their actions illustrated that their 
black coworkers’ continuing employment was a low priority for them.49

Frequently, black workers complained that AFL craft unions would 
take their dues but fail to send them out on jobs. In one instance, the 
union officials actually returned a black workers’ dues when he tried to 
join the organization. The only black mechanic at the city garage, George 
Collier, was asked by a white coworker to join the Detroit Municipal 
Club to help fight against an impending wage cut. A few weeks after 
he paid his two-dollar membership fee, Collier received a letter from 
the club, which explained that the bylaws did not permit him to belong 
to the union, and a refund of his money.50 Some specific locals were 
frequent targets of African American complaints about discrimination. 
Black workers accused the AFL-affiliated Brewers’ Union, for example, 
of pressuring the Goebel Brewing Company to fire its black workers 
and replace them with whites. While white union officials denied the 
accusation, they remained unwilling to open their ranks to their Afri-
can American coworkers, indicating that they supported segregation, 
even if they were not, in this instance, pushing for the elimination of 
black jobs.51 In 1935, the national AFL confirmed its disinterest in racial 
equality by participating in a successful campaign against the inclusion 
of antidiscrimination language in the Wagner Act, the law that guar-
anteed workers’ right to organize trade unions, improved their protec-
tions against antiunion retaliation, and required employers to engage in 
collective bargaining.52

While AFL craft unions unapologetically supported segregation, 
changes in the federation that began in the early 1930s saw a growing 
proportion of activists embracing interracial unionism. The 1933 passage 
of the National Industrial Recovery Act, which guaranteed the right of 
workers to organize independent unions and collectively bargain with 
their employers, inspired strike waves in Minneapolis, San Francisco, 
Toledo, and other cities. These victories left few permanent organiza-
tions in their wake, but they empowered leaders of large, industrially 
based unions to push the AFL to take an interest in unskilled workers. 
John Lewis, head of the United Mine Workers, emerged as a leader of 
this “rank-and-file” movement.53 Rather than representing workers who 
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shared a common trade, industrial unions aimed to organize all work-
ers in a single industry into the same union, including unskilled labor-
ers. Advocates of industrial organizing were also promoters of inter-
racial organization. They saw racism as a management tool to divide 
workers, although their actual interest in organizing workers of color 
was uneven at best.54

Inspired by the 1935 Wagner Act, leaders of eight large industrial 
unions formed the Committee for Industrial Organization, with John 
Lewis as its president. Originally designed to remain within the frame-
work of the AFL, the CIO began its drive to bring unorganized work-
ers into the federation. AFL leaders, however, remained hostile to the 
CIO, denouncing it as divisive and ultimately damaging to the labor 
movement.55 In Detroit, AFL craft unions tried to obstruct autowork-
ers’ attempts to build an industrial union, but the federation capitu-
lated in 1935 and chartered the United Automobile Workers. By 1936, 
relations between the AFL and the CIO had grown strained. The UAW 
soon joined the CIO and invited the independent unions to merge into 
its ranks. In November 1936, the AFL expelled all CIO-affiliated unions 
from its federation.56

The UAW’s and CIO’s public positions on racial integration and 
discrimination, as well as the practices they implemented to either 
hinder or facilitate equality between white and black workers, varied 
enormously.57 These inconsistencies were as important as the public 
positions of the internationals when considering how African Amer-
icans understood and interacted with unions, and how all Detroiters 
came to understand interracial organizing. There was certainly a small 
cadre of prominent and vocal antiunion African American leaders in 
Detroit, including Donald Marshall, Ford’s personnel manager for Afri-
can American workers, and the Reverend Robert Bradby, who had a 
close relationship to the Ford Motor Company. Indeed, many African 
Americans’ concerns about majority-white unions’ racism were accom-
panied by misgivings about whether black workers would benefit from 
organizing against white employers, particularly Henry Ford, who 
employed a large number of African Americans, positioned himself as 
a friend to black Detroit, and was extremely antiunion.58 However, the 
debate among African Americans about unionization was quite robust 
and included high-profile defenders of both unionization and the UAW. 
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These included state senator Charles Diggs, as well as the Reverends 
Horace White and Charles Hill, members of the Civic Rights Commit-
tee and activists in the local National Negro Congress.

Black newspapers’ coverage of union drives through the 1930s also 
illustrates this range of support for unionization. Typically, the Detroit 
Tribune was supportive of unionization for black workers at the same 
time that its writers expressed concerns about racism within existing 
unions, as well as a political allegiance with the city’s Republicans. In 
1934, the Tribune concluded that black workers had reason to be suspi-
cious of the AFL, but that “the time has arrived when all wage-earners 
should be organized. .  .  . Whether Negro workers join the American 
Federation of labor or not, self preservation demands that we organize 
and learn to bargain collectively.”59

While African Americans remained suspicious of white unions, 
many black workers and leaders in the industrial North believed that 
unionization had the potential to undermine some of the most egre-
gious elements of class inequality, a project that would benefit black 
workers as well as white. Beginning in the middle of the 1930s, high-
profile black organizations in northern cities began to lend their sup-
port more consistently to the labor movement. For example, in 1934, 
when asked to provide 500 strikebreakers to undermine an elevator 
operators’ work stoppage, the New York Urban League refused and 
instead issued a press release supporting the strikers. Lester Granger, 
of the National Urban League, came to speak in Detroit the following 
year to promote the national league workers’ councils as a step toward 
joining “the ranks of organized labor.”60 National civil rights organiza-
tions also pressured unions to reject segregation. The national NAACP, 
for example, conducted a letter-writing campaign urging white labor 
leaders to reconsider discriminatory policies. The San Francisco branch 
allied with black longshoremen to demand that the AFL end its segre-
gated practices and begin to admit black workers into unions as equals. 
Rather than dismissing unions, these protests clearly demonstrated 
African Americans’ interest in reforming the labor movement in order 
to create space for black workers inside of it.61

Black activists also pushed for a commitment to interracial organiz-
ing from inside of the labor movement. A. Philip Randolph, head of 
the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, had brought the brotherhood 



racial liberalism and detroit’s labor movement >> 227

into the AFL in 1929, and since then had been working to reshape the 
federation’s racial practices and policies. Every year, he would come to 
the AFL national convention with proposals designed to open up the 
union and force its affiliates to accept black workers as full and equal 
members. In 1934, as the NAACP and other black activists protested 
outside of the convention, Randolph introduced a resolution to conven-
tion delegates. His proposal called for the AFL to expel affiliate unions 
that were maintaining a “color bar” —  through either their policies or 
their practices —  and for the federation to appoint a committee to inves-
tigate the current state of the organization of black workers. Conven-
tion delegates refused to support Randolph’s more substantive demand, 
to expel unions for practicing discrimination, and even refused to go 
on record against “color bars.” They did, however, agree to authorize the 
formation of a committee to investigate discrimination.62

Even though protesters’ victories were sometimes partial, incremen-
tal, or even superficial, these combined actions had an effect on labor 
leaders. William Green, president of the AFL, promised NAACP lead-
ers that he would eliminate discrimination against African Ameri-
can applicants for union membership. At the same time, however, he 
denied that general discrimination against African Americans existed 
within the AFL and expressed disappointment that black workers were 
not more interested in unions. Although Green’s response demonstrates 
that he maintained little real interest in doing anything about discrimi-
nation, it does show that he believed he needed to pay attention to black 
protest and, if nothing else, contain African Americans’ demands.63 
Although disappointing, responses like these helped African Ameri-
cans believe that change within unions was possible in the same way 
that they saw the New Deal as something they could help shape. Many 
union leaders, like New Deal liberals, were beginning to believe that 
they had to respond to African Americans’ demands in order to contain 
their protests. Even if their initial responses were dismissive, the fact 
that they were beginning to respond more consistently was heartening 
and encouraged more protest. The AFL was slow to convene the special 
committee, but it finally did so in July 1935, after pressure from Ran-
dolph and activists in the rank-and-file caucus. The committee heard 
testimony from a number of prominent black leaders. Charles Hous-
ton of the NAACP argued that the federation needed to address and 
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remedy de facto discrimination as well as de jure exclusion of black 
workers from AFL unions. A. Philip Randolph urged the committee to 
hold hearings in cities across the country, and a group of black workers 
“gave concrete personal experience of their fight to become affiliated 
with local unions.” Ultimately, the African American witnesses cau-
tioned, unless it opened its doors to black workers, the AFL would find 
“this class of workers going into other labor bodies.”64

African Americans and Unionization in the 
Automobile Industry

Debates among African Americans about joining predominantly white 
unions took on a new urgency at the end of 1936 when unions started 
to win significant victories in Detroit and other industrial areas. What 
had seemed like academic questions about whether African Ameri-
cans should ally with white unionists in the industrial union movement 
became far more immediate concerns for black factory workers. African 
Americans made complicated decisions about unionization that were 
most frequently driven by an assessment of the local situation, rather 
than a larger ideological commitment to unionization. Thus a racially 
liberal approach —  one in which white labor leaders touted racial equal-
ity in principle but failed to struggle for racial justice in practice —  was 
ineffective. African Americans did not ally themselves with whites 
who touted their commitment to black workers without standing up 
for African American rights, especially when blacks’ positions as work-
ers were consistently more vulnerable than whites’. Furthermore, once 
it became clear that the union movement would ultimately win recog-
nition across the auto industry, African Americans’ assessment of the 
situation changed, and alliances with white unionists began to make a 
new kind of sense.

By the end of 1936, the UAW had had few significant victories, but 
in late November, strikers at Midland Steel initiated the first sit-down 
strike in Detroit. The strike took place just three weeks after the elec-
tions that swept Roosevelt back into office and made Frank Murphy, a 
pro-labor New Deal candidate, governor of Michigan. Midland Steel, 
an enormous foundry that produced pressed-steel auto bodies for Ford, 
Chrysler, and other companies, had employed only African Americans 



racial liberalism and detroit’s labor movement >> 229

through 1933. However, like other workplaces across the city, the com-
plexion of its employees lightened along with the NRA codes. One-
third of Midland workers were African American, and the plant was 
unusually integrated; black and white men worked side by side in a 
broad range of job categories.65

The Midland strike was characterized by interracial cooperation. 
Black and white workers stayed in the plant in proportionately equal 
numbers, and Oscar Oden, a black assembler, was elected to the strike 
committee. Two hundred white women also worked in the plant, 
but they left the factory during the sit-down “to avoid any scandals.” 
Instead, they established a strike kitchen in the nearby Slovak Hall 
and organized committees to talk to strikers’ wives about what was 
happening. African American women —  wives of strikers and other 
volunteers —  worked alongside white women, cooking meals and tak-
ing them up to strikers. Labor activists across the city rallied behind 
the Midland workers, who demanded the recognition of the UAW-CIO 
as their union, a raise of ten cents an hour, a forty-five-hour week with 
overtime pay for extra hours, and the end of piecework. After eight 
days, shortages forced Chrysler, Ford, and Briggs Manufacturing to idle 
72,000 workers, and Midland Steel settled, with workers winning their 
most important demands. For the first time in the city’s history, work-
ers won important concessions from a major automobile company and 
won union recognition at an auto plant. These victories were only pos-
sible because of the interracial organizing that preceded them, some-
thing that was visible to activists and participants, including thousands 
of autoworkers from throughout the city who came by the strike head-
quarters at Slovak Hall to lend a hand during the sit-down.66

Even though the Midland win rested on interracial organizing, 
which helped produce solidarity between black and white workers, this 
aspect of the strike was frequently overlooked. Coverage of the event by 
mainstream white newspapers and by the UAW itself did not point out 
the interracial quality of the strike in explanations of the action’s sig-
nificance.67 This missed opportunity points to the episodic and utilitar-
ian nature of most white UAW leaders’ interest in interracial organiz-
ing. When necessary, they publicized their interest in organizing black 
workers, but interracial solidarity stood at the tops of their agendas 
only when it mattered for white demands. African American workers 
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were not particularly active in subsequent sit-down strikes. A minority 
of black workers participated in the wave of sit-downs that hit Detroit 
and southeast Michigan in the months following the Midland strike. 
These included a series of actions in plants and other work sites across 
Detroit, as well as the Flint sit-down strikes, where the UAW won rec-
ognition from General Motors. During these clashes, according to Roy 
Wilkins, editor of the NAACP’s Crisis magazine and assistant secretary 
of the organization, most black workers were “hanging back asking the 
usual question: ‘Will the union give us a square deal and a chance at 
some of the good jobs?’ ”68

By the spring of 1937, sit-down strikers had won recognition from 
a majority of automobile companies with plants in Detroit. The Ford 
Motor Company, however, resisted unionization, and the UAW was 
not strong enough at the company to stage a strike. African American 
workers engaged each other in spirited debates about whether allying 
with the UAW would offer them important benefits, like union lead-
ers promised, or whether it would hurt their ability to sustain access 
to good jobs. One often-articulated concern was that union seniority 
policies would help cement racist practices that shut African Ameri-
cans out of the industry’s best jobs. The Ford Motor Company’s unusu-
ally aggressive and violent Service Department intimidated both black 
and white workers, scaring some away from affiliation with the union. 
Beginning in January 1937, after dramatic UAW wins in sit-downs 
across the region, the Service Department began to hire black armed 
guards as part of a company strategy to ensure black rejection of union-
ization. The UAW also turned more aggressively toward the recruit-
ment of black workers, who represented 12 percent of the workforce, 
or almost 10,000 workers in 1937. Black workers at Ford were unusually 
integrated at the River Rouge plant, although the majority still held the 
dirtiest jobs in the factory’s overheated foundries. Both the company 
and the union expended resources designed to cultivate the allegiance 
of black workers. In April 1937, the union hired its first full-time, paid 
“Race organizer,” Paul Kirk, an autoworker with ties to the Commu-
nist Party. By the summer, the union had six paid black organizers, all 
of whom reported to a newly devised Sub-committee for Organization 
of the Negro, a group of activist black members established soon after 
Kirk was hired.69
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In the summer of 1937, the national NAACP held its convention in 
Detroit. Roy Wilkins spearheaded a campaign to get the convention to 
endorse the UAW organizing drive at Ford and invited union leaders 
to speak about the importance of black participation in the industrial 
union movement. Speakers included Homer Martin, president of the 
UAW-CIO, and Paul Kirk. Both spoke passionately about the impor-
tance of joining the union and argued that African American workers 
would benefit from affiliation. Martin was “heartily applauded” during 
his speech. Others, like John Davis, head of the National Negro Con-
gress, also endorsed the union at the convention. While the convention 
did decide to come out in support of the UAW, prominent black local 
ministers railed against this alliance. William Pickens, a minister and 
head of the local NAACP, and others preached against the UAW and 
Homer Martin from his pulpit the subsequent Sunday.70

The first major attempt to unionize Ford failed by the middle of 1938. 
The union had not built enough strength to stage a sit-down strike, and 
the “Roosevelt recession” led to layoffs and slowdowns in the factory 
that soured an already harsh climate for organizing. Internal fighting 
within the UAW also derailed the organizing drive and drew resources 
away from the campaign to bring black workers into the union. Debates 
among African Americans about the benefits and pitfalls of black Ford 
workers joining the UAW continued, and Ford’s black allies supported 
the company’s efforts to squelch interest in unionization. In January 
1938, for example, no “large [African American] church in the city” was 
willing to allow the Civic Rights Committee or the West Side Improve-
ment Association to use their space because speakers sponsored by 
those groups promoted union organizing among black workers and 
supported the CIO. The speakers the churches banned included Mor-
decai Johnson, president of Howard University and a supporter of 
unionization, and the Reverend Horace A. White, who had backed 
O’Brien and the Labor Slate in the recent election, and was already 
active in a UAW-CIO organizing drive at Ford.71 However, the heated 
antiunion rhetoric that had characterized some black leaders’ responses 
to the organizing campaign at Ford were considerably less audible two 
years later. In the intervening time, the leadership of the local NAACP 
changed hands. Dr. James McClendon replaced Rev. Pickens, a Ford 
minister, as president of the branch at the end of 1937. While not closely 
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aligned with the UAW or the CIO, McClendon rebuilt the NAACP into 
a far more activist organization that had a close alliance with labor-
oriented groups like the Civil Rights Federation, especially in its work 
against police brutality.

Black efforts to push the UAW and the CIO to respond to black 
workers’ concerns in job sites around the city had also begun to receive 
more coverage in Detroit’s African American newspapers than anti-
union missives. One such example, covered in the Detroit Tribune in 
May 1938, involved the local NAACP campaign to save the job of Curtis 
Hardy, a black driver who had worked for Family Creamery for three 
years. When the Detroit Creamery bought out the Family Creamery, the 
new company fired Hardy, and the CIO union to which Hardy belonged 
failed to do anything about it. The NAACP pushed the creamery and 
the union to remedy the clear case of discrimination and specifically 
took the union to task for not having “carried out or lived up to its prin-
ciples of fairness and justice to all races regardless of color.”72 While this 
story certainly provided bad press for the CIO, unlike long-standing 
claims about Ford, there was no suggestion that black workers would be 
better off allying with the company than the union, since the company 
was certainly not protecting their rights either. The UAW and its Negro 
Organizing Committee, the National Negro Congress, the Commu-
nist Party, and the Conference for the Protection of Civil Rights, which 
would become the Civil Rights Federation, all fought against racial dis-
crimination and for workers’ rights.73 Some of these groups were princi-
pally African American, like the NNC, but others, like the Civil Rights 
Federation, had a predominantly white membership.

Supporters of industrial unionization also received more coverage 
in the black press than they had previously. The Michigan Chronicle 
vocally supported industrial organizing, publishing op-eds which pre-
dicted that autoworkers would soon win a union at Ford and appealing 
to African Americans to be on the right side of history. While certainly 
reserved in its praise for the CIO, the Chronicle stressed that an alliance 
with labor was the best choice for black workers, since unions seemed 
well positioned to win important battles over the long term: “We have 
seen at least some recognition of black labor, some recognition of its 
plight and some recognition of its capacity on the part of those who 
seem destined to lead the great body of American workers in the next 
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few years.”74 The National Negro Congress held its statewide convention 
at the African American branch of the YWCA, in the heart of Detroit’s 
largest black neighborhood, in June 1938.75 Protests involving relief 
workers and public employees, as well as black organizing within the 
UAW, were all consistently covered in the city’s black newspapers by the 
end of the decade. These actions illustrate the broad support for unions 
and labor-based activism among African Americans, in spite of clear 
reservations about the limits of predominantly white unions to address 
and fight for black workers’ concerns. Protests against changes in WPA 
jobs, for example, brought a parade of nearly 15,000 marchers down 
Detroit’s main thoroughfare in July 1939. State senator Charles Diggs, 
an African American, as well as R.  J. Thomas, president of the UAW-
CIO, and other local union leaders spoke at the rally, which included 
1,500 African Americans.76 The NAACP also fought alongside the State, 
County, and Municipal Workers of America against a new DPW pol-
icy prohibiting black social workers from managing the cases of white 
relief recipients.77

After the failed Ford drive of 1937 –  1938, the next major union bat-
tle in Detroit to bring black workers high visibility in the local labor 
movement was a dispute at Chrysler’s Dodge Main plant at the end 
of 1939. The company had locked out its workers after a slowdown 
action in October. At the end of November, after stalled negotiations 
and in an effort to break the power of the union, the company, in alli-
ance with a splinter group of conservative unionists, sponsored a “back 
to work” campaign. Chrysler specifically recruited black workers to 
return to their jobs, and in response the UAW-CIO called a strike so 
these workers would be crossing a picket line. Of the 22,000 workers 
employed in the plant, 1,700 were African American, the majority of 
whom remained neutral in the labor dispute. On Friday, November 24, 
sixty strikebreakers, the vast majority of whom were African Ameri-
can, entered the plant, and six were injured by UAW-CIO picketers. 
Police arrested twenty-two protesters. R.  J. Thomas accused the com-
pany of stirring up racial tensions in a deliberate effort to start a race 
riot, get the governor to call in the National Guard to quell the racially 
based disturbance, and thereby defeat the union. A range of black 
leaders agreed with Thomas that racial tensions might explode into a 
large-scale conflict. They lined up with the union to discourage African 
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Americans from returning to work and picketers from hurting the men 
who would try to enter the plant the following workday. On Sunday, 
thousands of black parishioners received circulars signed by the Rever-
end Horace White, the Reverend Charles A. Hill, state senator Charles 
Diggs, and Louis Martin urging them to reject the back-to-work move-
ment and stand with the union. No prominent African Americans, 
including none of the conservative Ford ministers, publicly lined up 
behind the back-to-work movement. Of the 205 workers who crossed 
the picket line the next day, 181 were African American. Black leaders, 
including Horace White, attempted to dissuade African Americans 
from entering the plant. Thomas, alongside union officials, White, and 
other black leaders, distributed pamphlets to picketers urging them to 
protest peacefully and not to be provoked by a company effort to spark 
violence. Protesters largely complied with these appeals and allowed 
the majority-black group of strikebreakers into the plant without vio-
lence. The strike was resolved later that day, so it is unclear whether 
this standoff would have been sustainable.78 Like other labor struggles 
of the 1930s in Detroit, racial politics of the Chrysler strike were both 
complicated and ambivalent. The strike cannot be fully characterized 
by interracial cooperation, which was present to some degree. Nor can 
it be explained as an example of total racial animosity, even though ten-
sions between black and white workers based on race and on their rela-
tionships to the work stoppage were certainly elements of the conflict.

The union drive at Ford Motor Company, which ultimately won rec-
ognition for the UAW at the last of the Big Three automobile companies 
in 1941, was possible because a majority of Ford’s black workers agreed 
to remain neutral vis-à-vis the organizing drive. In 1941, black work-
ers helped fight for and win recognition for the UAW-CIO in Ford’s 
enormous River Rouge complex. A majority of Detroit’s black residents 
supported the union drive, but it was not a foregone conclusion that 
African Americans would favor the UAW over the company. The Ford 
Motor Company had been celebrated as a valuable friend to African 
Americans for years. Ford had waged an intensive antiunion campaign. 
The company’s antiunion tactics included both implicit and explicit 
threats to abandon its investment in African American institutions 
if black workers threw their support behind the union.79 Some Afri-
can Americans were extremely active in the campaign. Black activists 
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gained important organizing experience, and the victory strength-
ened “the leftist labor –  civil rights community” of the city.80 Black and 
white members of this coalition contributed to citywide debates about 
the meanings of race, about the roles that African Americans should 
play in Detroit, and about the dynamics of interracial spaces and inter-
actions. African Americans active in labor struggles, alongside some of 
their white allies, promoted racial justice, interracial cooperation, and 
a robust form of social, economic, and political equality. They also pro-
moted a class-based analysis of racial inequality that considered how 
bosses used racism as a tool to advance their class interests over the 
interests of workers.

The predominantly white labor movement in Detroit provided mod-
els for understanding interracial engagement that were profoundly 
ambivalent. Its leaders celebrated the idea of racial inclusion at the 
same time that, in practice, unions often sustained racial hierarchies 
and contributed to the maintenance of white privilege. The union 
movement in Detroit provided a site where interracial cooperation and 
inclusion were visible, but the limits of that cooperation were always a 
central part of the story. It provided a model for how to produce urban 
racial interactions that was self-consciously more inclusive than previ-
ous approaches.

The CIO’s commitment to interracial organizing was one of the 
dynamics that contributed to and reinforced the importance of racial 
liberalism in the labor movement and in the city at large. CIO activists’ 
belief in the need for cooperation between black and white workers and 
their use of race-specific language to promote that vision meant that 
they were more racially progressive than most mainstream leaders and 
politicians. However, by the end of the 1930s, few established political 
leaders or organizations used white supremacist or racist language in 
public settings. A majority of liberal and conservative politicians and 
labor leaders were using race-neutral language to describe their ideas, 
whether they supported liberal programs that benefited African Ameri-
cans or a police force that was consistently brutalizing black residents. 
This meant that liberals’ and labor activists’ use of nonracist language 
was not unique.

The popularity of northern racial liberal discourse among the city’s 
white leaders meant that the CIO’s explicit commitment to interracial 
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union organizing was a superficial beginning from the perspective of 
African Americans. By the end of the 1930s, black workers and residents 
sustained a reasonable expectation that white leaders interested in their 
support would use language about racial equality when they addressed 
a black audience. They were looking for something more: white allies 
committed to the fight for racial justice who used clearly and consis-
tently inclusive practices in their own work. Liberals’ and labor activists’ 
commitment to black rights and equality was inconsistent, at best. The 
UAW-CIO, for example, used the language of interracial organizing to 
describe its push to persuade African Americans to join its campaigns, 
but this meant different things in different contexts. Indeed, black activ-
ists involved in the union movement frequently criticized their lead-
ers for sustaining a weak commitment to black concerns. For example, 
in 1939, Joseph Billups, one of the UAW’s African American organiz-
ers, pulled together a group of black union activists in order to develop 
proposals aimed at changing the practices of the CIO and ending dis-
crimination in auto factories. The conferees resolved that union officials 
needed to better “understand that problems of Negroes must be dealt 
with as such and apart from those problems of the regular member-
ship.” They also listed black workers’ grievances in area plants and sug-
gested that the union needed to work harder to address these concerns 
if it wanted to hold itself up as a champion of interracial organizing. 
These included differentials in pay between white and black workers 
doing the same type of work, sometimes in the same department; dis-
crimination against African Americans in opportunities for appren-
ticeships; and departmental seniority rights, giving African Americans 
seniority only in their segregated departments.81

Although CIO leaders celebrated their union as an institution that 
stood on the front lines in the fight for integration and African Ameri-
can rights, some of its members were unwilling to comply even with 
its antisegregationist policies. African Americans had extensive experi-
ence, by the end of the 1930s, with groups and individuals that touted 
their commitment to black rights without upholding these promises. 
Thus, they were skeptical of rhetoric that seemed to speak to their inter-
ests but that left racial hierarchies in place. In the next chapter I will 
return to a discussion of city politics and examine debates about race, 
slum clearance, and low-income housing during the 1930s.
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“Better Housing Makes Better Citizens”

Slum Clearance and Low-Cost Housing

On a warm Saturday morning in October 1938, fifty black families 
moved into their brand-new apartments in the Brewster Homes. Brew-
ster, which was built exclusively for African American occupancy, was 
one of two federally funded housing projects to open in Detroit that 
day. Most of its tenants would pay higher rent than they had for their 
previous apartments, but they were attracted to the housing project 
because of its promises of cleanliness and stability, alongside central 
heat, private bathrooms, electric stoves, new plumbing, and other mod-
ern amenities.

Parkside Homes, an all-white project, opened its doors to consider-
ably more fanfare than Brewster. Early in the morning, Mayor Richard 
Reading greeted its first tenants, Mr. and Mrs. Walter J. Martin. The 
mayor arrived, shook Mr. Martin’s hand, and handed him the key to his 
new apartment, as journalists and photographers from the daily news-
papers recorded the ceremony. Reading thus invited the male head of 
this white working-class family to take possession of a clean, new apart-
ment and, in the process, become a full member of civic society. He 
granted legitimacy to the claim that upstanding members of the white 
working-class had the right to possess public resources and occupy city 
space, as long as they conformed to the prescriptions set by the hous-
ing project, one of which was segregation.1 Later in the day, the mayor 
headed over to Brewster and took a tour of the site led by George Isa-
bell, the African American manager of the apartments who had been 
an important Reading supporter in the last election. It is entirely pos-
sible, and even likely, that Reading shook hands with some of Brewster’s 
new tenants —  he had won large majorities among the city’s black voters 
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in the previous election, less than a year before. However, Brewster resi-
dents saw less fanfare than their white counterparts across the city.2

Like the mayor, the Detroit News focused its attention on Park-
side. In an article describing the day and optimistically celebrating the 
potential of the new projects, the paper profiled three families moving 
into the whites-only project with “tears in their eyes.” These white ten-
ants, the paper explained, would be watched as “the living evidence for 
and against the Washington theory that ‘better housing makes better 
citizens.’ ”3 This interest in Parkside in lieu of Brewster was a departure 
from the last five years of newspaper coverage. The area on which Brew-
ster had been built and the black residents it had displaced were at the 
center of a years-long debate about slum clearance, low-cost housing, 
and the politics of race in Detroit. Representations of African Ameri-
cans as dependents —  crippled and infantilized by unemployment, pov-
erty, and reliance on the state —  had characterized this coverage. These 
images suggested that urban racial inclusion was troubled by the inher-
ent inferiorities of African Americans rather than limits imposed on 
equality by upholders of segregation and discrimination. At the same 
time, stories about the projects cast white urban leaders as the protec-
tors of black rights and equality.

Although Reading neglected to hand a key to a black tenant in front 
of reporters, this had no material impact on Brewster residents; they 
had no problem getting into their apartments, and probably had other 
things on their minds —  like how to arrange the living room furniture. 
However, the distinction that Reading drew between African Ameri-
can families, who were invited to become residents of housing projects, 
and white families, who were being made into better citizens through 
their new, federally funded apartments, was significant. By the end of 
the 1930s, northern racial liberalism had become the language through 
which the city’s white establishment explained its relationship to Afri-
can Americans. Although Reading did not align himself with the New 
Deal or with liberalism per se, his embrace of northern racial liberal-
ism is evidence of the extent to which the ideology had been accepted 
within the urban political sphere. In this instance, and in the case of 
most federally funded need-based programs in the urban North dur-
ing the 1930s, African American residents of Detroit received the rel-
atively robust benefits afforded by the New Deal state. The Parkside 
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and Brewster Homes had about the same number of units —  around 
725 —  which means that black Detroiters, who represented 7 percent 
of the city’s population, were receiving proportionately more federal 
assistance in low-income housing than whites. In this instance, segre-
gation did not deprive black citizens of public resources as much as it 
shaped the way in which those resources were administered, received, 
and understood.

Reading was a conservative, but administrators of Detroit’s slum 
clearance and low-income housing programs were liberals who used 
federal aid to build a new kind of city, one that they envisioned as more 
democratic and egalitarian that previous urban forms. While they saw 
themselves as allies of African Americans, who would receive invaluable 

The Detroit News published this image of an African American family settling into 
their new apartment on October 14, 1938, a few days after the Brewster Homes opened. 
Image courtesy of the Walter P. Reuther Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne 
State University.
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state resources from the housing program, their vision meant the 
removal of the poorest black residents from the city’s downtown dis-
trict, as well as the expansion and formalization of residential segrega-
tion. White liberals built a New Deal coalition that included African 
Americans as recipients of resources but upheld both segregation and 
discriminatory ideas about black people.

At the same time, black leaders and residents embraced the fed-
eral government’s claim that “better housing makes better citizens” 
and fought for full access to both of these promises. Black Detroiters 
refused to settle for resources alone and insisted on fighting for the 
noneconomic elements of citizenship, including political autonomy and 
the right to live, eat, and work anywhere in the city on equal ground 
with whites. Black residents’ ideas about what they needed shaped the 
resources that they received from the state. Finally, black activists across 
the social and political spectrum imagined and described a vision of 
urban America that transcended the promises of the New Deal.

The “Project” of Housing Projects, Slum Clearance, and 
Low-Cost Housing

The word “project” in the phrase “housing project” referred as much 
to the project of making good citizens as it did to the task of build-
ing and maintaining the physical environment in which those citizens 
would live. Working-class nuclear families, housing officials suggested, 
would be elevated to full citizenship because they would live in clean 
and spacious apartments designed to accommodate the needs of mod-
ern Americans.4 Public administrators were interested in uplifting 
white as well as black working-class families. However, for them, the 
project of producing better citizens was connected to white, not black, 
tenants of the new buildings in subtle yet clear terms. This distinction 
between housing all members of the American working class, making 
“better citizens” out of white families and state recipients out of black 
residents, began well before publicly funded housing programs opened 
their doors. From the beginning, decisions about the two housing proj-
ects were dependent on the racial identities of their future residents. 
The first black housing project was sited on top of a densely populated 
African American neighborhood that administrators identified as a 
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slum area. Existing housing was torn down to make room for the new 
apartments. The first white housing project, conversely, was built on 
land that was not previously occupied.

In 1933, the National Industrial Recovery Act created the Public 
Works Administration (PWA), whose Housing Division began to 
solicit proposals from cities for public works projects designed to clear 
away dilapidated neighborhoods and replace them with federally built 
apartments for working-class families. The Detroit City Plan Commis-
sion was the first local agency to win approval for its project. Detroit’s 
proposal, which the PWA lauded as exemplary, was to demolish up to 
forty square blocks of buildings in the heart of the city’s largest black 
neighborhood and build segregated, low-cost housing exclusively for 
black residents on the cleared site. The previous summer, the commis-
sion had hired relief workers, more than half of whom were African 
American, to survey all of the city’s oldest and poorest neighborhoods 
to determine which areas should be targeted for clearance. Surveyors 
collected statistics about the part of the city that stood within an area 
bounded by Grand Boulevard, a street that looped around the center 
of town. These seventeen square miles still housed a large proportion 
of the city’s population but had been losing residents and businesses 
as people moved into outlying areas and suburbs, either to be closer 
to the factories where they worked or to retreat into newer residen-
tial districts.5

Planning commissioners settled on what they called “the East Side 
Blighted Area” for clearance because, they explained, “it was known to 
be the worst section of the city.” This “blighted area” overlapped almost 
entirely with the black east side, or Black Bottom; most of its blocks 
were more than three-fourths black, and 65 percent of the city’s black 
residents lived there.6 Many houses in this “blighted” area were quite 
run-down. Landlords, the vast majority of whom were white, rented to 
black tenants who had few choices about where they could live because 
of intense residential segregation. Knowing this, landlords allowed 
buildings to deteriorate to the point of ruin and often refused to com-
plete basic maintenance and upkeep. Many apartments did not have 
running water or private bathroom facilities. The northern part of the 
area, in contrast, was quite well maintained and boasted a high pro-
portion of home ownership, but because it was also majority black, it 
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was included in the area targeted for clearance, as was Hastings Street, 
the city’s largest black commercial strip. Although some Hastings Street 
storefronts were run-down, profitable businesses remained. In fact, one 
of the problems that ultimately held up the slum clearance project was 
that the city was hesitant to pay the assessed valuation for storefronts 
on the street, a number of which were quite valuable because of the 
businesses they contained as well as the buildings they occupied. The 
condemnation of the entire black east side as a slum was not, in fact, an 
accurate reflection of the whole neighborhood but rather an assessment 
of its “blackness.”

The swath of land identified by the planning commission as a slum 
was three-fifths of a mile wide from east to west and more than three 
miles long. The first fifteen-block section targeted for clearance had the 
highest proportion of black residents; more than 96 percent of the 800 
families who lived there were African American. Ten black families 
owned their own homes, and eleven white families did. One-third of 
the black families were on welfare, while only 8 percent of the white 
families were.7 Residents displaced by the slum clearance would not be 
eligible for the low-income housing that would be built on the site. Jose-
phine Gomon, director of Detroit’s Housing Commission, explained 
that the federally funded apartments were “being put up for the benefit 
of industrious, low-income families, not necessarily for the people now 
living in the slum areas.”8

The area targeted to be demolished first included a high proportion 
of single men and women, as well as couples without children. Com-
missioners concluded that black families with children had moved out 
of the district and into nearby neighborhoods because of the prevalence 
of crime. If the project of public housing was, in part, to build better 
citizens, New Deal administrators saw African American adult men 
and women living outside of the bounds of nuclear families as outside 
of the bounds of full urban citizenship as well. While the average fam-
ily size in the city was 4.4 people, it was only 2.8 among families in the 
“blighted area.”9 Very few families that were large enough to qualify for 
the housing project would have been able to move into it either, since 
they would not have been able to afford it. Rent in the new apartments 
would far exceed what residents of the area had been paying. Designers 
and supporters of slum clearance project thus suggested that the way 
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to eliminate blight and reduce poverty in Detroit was to remove the 
poorest African Americans from the center of the city. Commission-
ers understood their decision to flatten a large proportion of Black Bot-
tom as something that would be good for Detroit’s African American 
community. Many of the city’s African Americans agreed. By replacing 
slums with low-cost housing, commissioners believed, they would help 
uplift and beautify the majority-black area. For them, the key to urban 
renewal was the removal of these undesirable elements, replacing them 
with a clean built environment that housed the best kind of working-
class African Americans.

Detroit’s city planners started with the assumption that public hous-
ing would be segregated. While segregation seemed like the natural 
choice to housing commissioners, it was not the one available. The 
PWA’s Housing Division required that new projects sustain existing 
neighborhood racial geographies, but this included the possibility of 
building low-income housing in mixed areas and offering the same 
proportion of apartments to each race represented in the district. Of 
the fifty projects constructed by the PWA during the New Deal, five 
were built for mixed-race occupancy, including one in South Caro-
lina and one in Kentucky. While these two integrated projects repre-
sent a small proportion of all public housing built, their presence in the 
Upper South indicates that segregation in Detroit was the outcome of a 
local plan with a northern base that was nationally supported and even 
encouraged.10 Detroit’s housing commissioners explained their decision 
to choose to build segregated projects as a way to forestall anticipated 
criticism from public housing opponents, like the Detroit Board of 
Realtors, which staunchly opposed government-funded housing as well 
as residential racial integration.

The second major difference between city officials’ ideas about hous-
ing working-class whites and working-class blacks centered on the loca-
tion of the new apartment buildings. Apartments for African Ameri-
cans would be built on land already occupied by black residents, while 
apartments for whites were to be built on unoccupied land that would 
not have to be cleared. The slum clearance project was partly predicated 
on the idea that African Americans had the right to live only in neigh-
borhoods that they already occupied. Detroit had huge swaths of vacant 
land in the mid-1930s, but commissioners did not consider building a 
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black project in an area that was not already black. This meant that they 
thought of unoccupied land as white, and that they wanted to contain 
African Americans in existing black neighborhoods and forestall their 
spread into other areas of the city.

Maintaining Residential Segregation

In November 1933, with the plans for the Brewster project approved, 
Detroit received a low-interest loan of $3 million from the PWA and 
a promise of $27 million more to come. Mayor John Smith, who was 
serving out the end of Frank Murphy’s term in office, set up a Hous-
ing Commission to oversee and manage this project and future state-
funded slum clearance and housing programs. Smith appointed five 
private citizens to serve as commissioners, all of whom were Democrats 
interested in housing: one “real estate man,” a doctor who was “socio-
logically inclined,” the president of the Women’s Study Club, the man-
ager of a local radio station, and a “publisher of labor papers” who was 
also “comptroller of the Unemployed Citizens League.” The five were 
all white, even though the city’s plans would have the most immedi-
ate impact on African Americans, and black residents pushed Smith to 
appoint at least one black commissioner. Smith, who had been mayor 
during the Ossian Sweet trial, saw himself as an ally of African Amer-
icans, but he was unwilling to appoint a black member to the Hous-
ing Commission.11

Upon Smith’s recommendation, commissioners hired Josephine 
Gomon to direct the commission and oversee its daily operations. 
Gomon, one of the city’s most vocal supporters of slum clearance and 
low-cost housing, believed that the success or failure of the project 
“as far as public opinion is concerned” would be based on how well it 
maintained residential segregation. She felt “a personal responsibility 
.  .  . that the character of no neighborhood in Detroit will be changed 
as a result of this shifting of population.”12 Successful relocation, she 
explained, meant moving African American residents out of the cleared 
area and into other black neighborhoods. Thus, she believed that the 
only way that African Americans would be able to get the resources 
they deserved was through a program that encouraged, rather than 
undermined, the increasing residential segregation of the city.
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Josephine Gomon was a northern racial liberal with a genuine inter-
est in the welfare of black residents. She believed that the state could 
participate in providing a more equal playing field for African Ameri-
cans in northern cities, and she worked to ensure they received public 
resources. By the middle of the 1930s, she was one of the city’s most 
prominent liberals. She first became active in local politics in the 
1920s when she helped found Planned Parenthood and became presi-
dent of Detroit’s chapter, a position that brought her into close contact 
with black and white social service providers.13 Like many of Detroit’s 
prominent white liberals, Gomon was comfortably middle-class and 

Josephine Gomon, right, and Eleanor Roosevelt during the opening 
of the Detroit slum clearance project, September 9, 1935. Image cour-
tesy of the Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan.



246 << “Better Housing Makes Better Citizens”

circulated in a largely segregated world of educated white profession-
als. She majored in engineering in college and taught math and physics 
before she had children with her husband, an engineer and business-
person. Her most important political connection was to Frank Murphy, 
with whom she became close friends when they were both undergradu-
ates at the University of Michigan. Gomon, a Democrat and opponent 
of Prohibition, sustained close ties some of the city’s prominent poli-
ticians, including the liberal Republican senator James Couzens, with 
whom she kept up a correspondence.14

Gomon was an enthusiastic supporter of racial tolerance and Afri-
can American inclusion, which she saw as centrally important to her 
politics and as a marker of her true commitment to liberalism. For 
example, she was quite active in the Sweet defense. A regular fixture in 
the courtroom during the trials, she became close friends with Sweet’s 
attorney, Clarence Darrow.15 African Americans, Darrow claimed, 
would recognize her as someone who “has a thorough understanding 
of the negro, has no race prejudice, and they could rely upon her as they 
could on few people.”16 In the late 1920s, as Gomon and Murphy worked 
to build a liberal political core in Detroit, they saw African American 
inclusion as an element of their politics. In 1929, for example, Gomon 
organized a club for Detroiters interested in the Nation, a liberal maga-
zine with a national circulation, and invited white and black liberals to 
attend events. One enthusiast described the club’s interracial dinners as 
a “crystallizing point for liberal opinion.”17 Like the white urban liber-
als with whom she organized, Gomon embraced the language of race 
neutrality, invited African Americans into the liberal coalitions she was 
building, and won respect from black activists.

In 1930, Gomon worked on Murphy’s campaign for mayor. When 
he won office, she became his executive secretary, chaired the Mayor’s 
Unemployment Committee, helped the administration establish its 
emergency relief programs, and developed plans to apply for money 
for slum clearance and low-cost housing from the federal hous-
ing program.18 Gomon built connections with black leaders and vis-
ibility among politically engaged Africans. For example, when she ran 
for Common Council in 1933, John Dancy, the executive secretary of 
Detroit’s Urban League, enthusiastically supported her candidacy and 
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spoke highly of her interest in black Detroiters. In November 1934, 
Gomon called on Dancy for advice about how to manage “some prob-
lems facing the Housing Commission” and invited him to a private 
meeting to discuss her concerns.

As head of the Housing Commission, Gomon was well respected by 
black leaders for hiring both skilled and unskilled black workers into 
a range of different jobs and for making sure they received fair wages. 
She spoke at the “Economic Life of the Negro” conference in 1934 at 
the Lucy Thurman YWCA, highlighting the role of the Housing Com-
mission in hiring otherwise unemployed African Americans.19 Gomon 
saw direct engagement in battles over residential segregation as some-
thing that would weaken, rather than strengthen, her legitimacy and, 
by extension, her program. For her, tolerating segregation and under-
standing it as a necessary evil that would allow resources to flow to an 
underresourced community were not the same as promoting it. Thus, 
she believed in race neutrality at the same time that she helped imple-
ment segregation because she saw this Faustian bargain as the only 
option. For her, African Americans’ ability to access urban resources 
was a move toward racial equality. Addressing segregation simultane-
ously could undermine those success and thus jeopardize the allocation 
of resources to black people. Gomon believed that if she focused more 
energy on fighting for integration, she would lose her political lever-
age and thereby exhaust her ability to help African Americans in hous-
ing altogether.

White liberals’ unwillingness to take on segregation —  even though it 
was rooted in their fears that disrupting the racial order would under-
mine their ability to extend benefits to blacks or to build a more just 
state —  had important political and ideological consequences. North-
ern racial liberals distinguished between the material needs of African 
Americans on one hand and their needs for autonomy, respect, and 
meaningful political power on the other. They understood and some-
times fought enthusiastically for a more equitable distribution of state 
resources, but they simultaneously shied away from a confrontation 
with the culture of racism that helped shape these material inequali-
ties. In spite of their best intentions, this approach meant that white 
liberals were inviting African Americans into the New Deal coalition 
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as passive recipients of state resources, relegated to separate quarters 
and isolated in the city’s increasingly segregated neighborhoods. Black 
Detroiters certainly appreciated the benefits they received from govern-
ment programs, but many remained unsatisfied with the implicit terms 
of the agreement.

Northern racial liberals’ tolerance of segregation and their simulta-
neous embrace of race-neutral discourse were rooted in a theory of race 
which assumed that white racism was destined to decline over time as 
Detroit became progressively more modern and cosmopolitan.20 For 
them, racism was a premodern and southern practice that northern cit-
ies would shed as they developed. Thus, they believed that they could 
win segregated resources for African American residents without con-
tributing to the maintenance of racial disparities, since those disparities 
were in the process of eroding.

Detroit’s public officials saw the slum clearance and low-cost hous-
ing programs as a social intervention as well as a physical change in 
the city’s geography. In other words, by clearing African American 
“slums” and then building new segregated housing, they would be cre-
ating an environment that would produce a different sort of sociability 
than the one currently practiced by the city’s poorest black residents. 
Harold Ickes, head of the national PWA, praised Detroit’s plan as being 
one of the best “from a social standpoint.” The project, he explained, 
was “designed to eliminate uneconomic and unsocial conditions” and 
to build “a group unit conducive to neighborliness,” all of which would 
happen in a space where African Americans would be the only resi-
dents. He suggested that the “slum” conditions that were being cleared 
away had contributed to African Americans’ “uneconomic” habits. 
Ickes, in other words, like the project’s local designers, saw poverty as 
an effect of black residents’ inability to occupy space correctly or to 
adopt proper urban modes of interaction, an analysis that implicitly 
rejected capitalism or racism as building blocks for poverty. Further-
more, rather than casting segregation as a problem that might limit eco-
nomic opportunities or isolate and exclude African Americans, Ickes 
and local planners saw residential segregation as part of their solution 
for existing racial inequalities.21
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The Slow Pace of Slum Clearance

The slum clearance project ended up moving very slowly for a number 
of reasons, many of which were connected to issues that animated other 
debates about the New Deal and about the growth of state power. Some 
property owners refused to sell their buildings at the “market prices” set 
by the government and used slum clearance as an opportunity to chal-
lenge the state’s power to compel “private” citizens to relinquish their 
property. Furthermore, the city was hesitant to pay the assessed valua-
tion for Hastings Street storefronts. In April 1934, the PWA stepped in 
and began to condemn buildings so that the city could take possession 
of them. This plan was far from popular among realtors and business-
people, who complained that it was an unfair government intervention 
into the free market.22 A member of the Detroit Housing Commission, 
who was a self-described “real estate man,” resigned from his post in 
protest. Other property owners, complaining that the project was 
“unadulterated socialism,” fought the condemnation proceedings in 
court. The final approval for the slum clearance project came in Octo-
ber 1934 when the PWA granted Detroit $6.6 million in loans to raze 
the first area and build new housing. The project promised to provide 
2,000 unemployed men with jobs and ultimately house 1,400 families.23

Even though the men, women, and children displaced from the 
cleared area would not be able to live in the new federal housing, the 
Housing Commission devoted few resources to help them find new 
apartments. A few months before demolition began, commissioners 
hired relief workers to help residents and businesses relocate to other 
black neighborhoods. However, commissioners did not offer these 
displaced people or businesses any financial assistance in their relo-
cation. It proved very difficult to find housing for displaced tenants, 
since vacancies in black areas were already extremely low. By the end 
of 1935, the number of residents living in the area to be torn down had 
decreased from a little under 1,000 to 343. Gomon appealed to the fed-
eral government for help, explaining that it was becoming more and 
more difficult to find housing for displaced tenants, since vacancies in 
black areas were already low and decreasing rapidly. Generally, how-
ever, she was satisfied with the progress of relocation and particularly 
pleased that she had received no complaints from “the general property 
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owners in the city,” who were happy that “neighborhood preservation,” 
a euphemism for segregation, had been maintained. Although, she 
admitted, black residents had been “subjected to a good deal of incon-
venience and hardship,” Gomon was pleased because they were “very 
cooperative” about moving.24

While Gomon was satisfied with the pace of relocation and with 
her success in maintaining residential segregation, others were furi-
ous because the clearance program was proving enormously disruptive 
and damaging to so many already destitute residents. Karen Dash, for 
example, the director of a social service agency in Detroit, called the 
relocation program a farce. Relocated residents, she complained, were 
living in far worse conditions than they had been subject to before they 
moved. Furthermore, she explained, these black residents were treated 
very poorly by the welfare workers and relocation officers responsible 
for helping them. For example, although legally they had thirty days to 
move, a welfare officer in the area explained that tenants were told they 
had from five days to two weeks to get out of their apartments. Further-
more, there was simply no housing available at the prices residents of 
the “blighted area” had been paying. Many evicted families were “dou-
bling up” to afford new apartments. “Any slum-clearance project,” Dash 
complained, “which does not improve the condition of those who suffer 
from filthy, unsanitary housing is a fake.”25

The maintenance of residential segregation and the clearing away of 
black-occupied slums were higher priorities for the Housing Commis-
sion than improving living conditions for all black residents. Detroit 
officials could have built the housing projects before they cleared the 
neighborhood. The PWA had no policies against building low-cost 
housing on vacant land. However, housing commissioners were not 
willing to allow African Americans to move into areas that were not 
already occupied by black residents, even outlying sections of the city 
that were barely populated. They believed, instead, that the only way 
they could build housing for black residents was to tear down an exist-
ing black neighborhood and rebuild on the cleared site.

The slum clearance project drew white and black Detroiters’ interest, 
support, and animosity from the beginning. White residents sustained 
a range of responses to the project, depending on their political posi-
tion and their ideas about African Americans. A vocal minority were 
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against the projects altogether. These residents drew clear links between 
poverty, unworthiness, African Americans, and the state. They usually 
complained that black residents in the slum district were unworthy of 
state resources and, more broadly, that the government should not be 
involved in the housing market. J. W. Barbey, for example, expressed his 
concerns about the state helping the “unworthy” poor. He complained 
that the federal housing policy appeared to be “restoring prosperity 
to the thrifty as well as the unthrifty,” which, he suggested, was a mis-
guided goal. Sophia Kelleher, a landlord who claimed to have “experi-
ence” with “the people down in the slum district,” made more explicit 
connections between her concerns about the clearance project and her 
assertion that African Americans in the area were “very near all Wel-
fare Suckers.” She advised Mayor Couzens not to cater to “them South-
ern Negroes” because, she suggested, they were unworthy of help from 
the state and were “accustomed to living in shaks” anyway. By marking 
black residents as “Southern,” she cast them as transients and illegiti-
mate recipients of local resources.26

Other white residents expressed misgivings about the slum clearance 
project because they were concerned that clearing the area would force 
displaced African American residents to push past the boundaries sep-
arating black from white neighborhoods. W. H. Chapman, a local busi-
nessman, complained to the mayor that “if the people now living in the 
above district were to be put out, they would move into other districts 
and cause a further decrease in property values wherever they might 
go.” John W. Chandler, secretary and general manager of the Central 
District Protective Association, believed that if small numbers of Afri-
can Americans moved into his rather exclusive neighborhood, which 
was close to the slum district, the area would be almost immediately 
“swallowed up in the so-called ‘black belt.’ ” “I won’t waste paper telling 
you what happens!” he exclaimed to the mayor. These complaints pro-
vide a clear example of how discourses about African Americans and 
race shaped some white Detroiters’ understanding of the slum clear-
ance project.27

Taxpayer organizations had lost a lot of ground in the city since the 
summer of 1932.28 However, white Detroiters opposed to public works 
projects and to welfare continued to describe themselves as “taxpayers” 
when they made claims about why the city should not extend resources 
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to its poor black residents. In fact, a majority of the people who wrote 
letters to the mayor protesting the slum clearance or the construction 
of low-income housing either identified themselves as taxpayers in the 
first sentence of their letters or wrote “taxpayer” under their signature 
as if to formally identify themselves and clarify their relationship to city 
resources. Guy W. Buck, for example, was disturbed at the prospect that 
taxpayer money would be directed toward the housing project because, 
he suggested, the people to be housed would quickly turn the newly 
renovated area back into a slum. He asked Mayor Couzens to show “the 
TAXPAYERS of Detroit, Why the Appartment Buildings to be erected 
in the SLUM distrect, Will Not Become A POOR HOUSE .  .  . which the 
Government and the TAXPAYERS have to support.” A group that iden-
tified itself as “a number of taxpayers” agreed with Buck’s assessment. 
“If we are to judge by some welfare tenants,” it complained, “these new 
structures would be in the same disreputable condition (in a very short 
time) that the old ones are.” Even though the federal government was 
sponsoring the slum clearance project, this group argued, because the 
majority of people in the district were “welfare tenants,” local taxpay-
ers would be paying the rent. Therefore, it reasoned, taxpayers had the 
right to express their concerns and ultimately stop what they saw as an 
egregious waste of money. While this argument was based on errone-
ous claims —  the majority of slum area residents were not, in fact, wel-
fare recipients, and the federal government had already taken on a large 
proportion of the relief bill —  it shows that these white “taxpayers” saw 
themselves as exclusive owners of city resources. Buck suggested that 
the district would make “A GOOD PARK,” indicating that he was not 
opposed to using public resources to clear the area but was opposed to 
expending money on its current residents.29

Even though these men and women did not mention race when 
they protested the slum clearance project, “taxpayers” had far less to 
say about the Parkside Homes, the low-cost housing planned for white 
occupancy. In 1935, the Housing Commission won approval for a new 
project to be built on the far east side, close to the exclusive, all-white 
Grosse Pointe suburbs. The Common Council voted down the plan, 
on the grounds that low-income housing should not be located in pre-
viously “unblighted” districts because it would be an “unwarranted, 
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unfair and unsound invasion” of those areas. Couzens vetoed their 
decision, but he assured the council that “neighborhood preservation” 
would be upheld, explaining that the new housing would be for white 
tenants and reconfirming that the slum-cleared site would house only 
African Americans. Couzens’s assurance quelled the council’s concerns, 
and its members began to support the new project. Their reaction to 
the original proposal for the white housing project —  a proposal that 
did not include explicit language about race —  and their change of heart 
when Couzens promised to uphold segregation indicate that their con-
cern that low-cost housing was an “unsound invasion” into nonblighted 
areas was about race.30

The Parkside Homes attracted far less public acrimony. Furthermore, 
complaints about this project, which generally came from realtors, took 
on a different tone than those directed toward the slum clearance proj-
ect and the future Brewster Homes. Those people who did complain 
about Parkside tended to express concerns about publicly funded hous-
ing being an incursion into the free market, rather than an incursion 
into a previously intact —  meaning white —  neighborhood. Thomas 
Danahey, head of the Detroit Real Estate Board, for example, opposed 
Parkside because he saw it as an “economically unsound invasion of 
the field of competition with private enterprise.” His concern was that 
government-funded housing projects would undermine the revival of 
the building industry. Private interests, he believed, would be undersold 
by publicly subsidized projects.31 Those people who did suggest that 
Parkside might lead to neighborhood decline connected that decline to 
the possibility of future residential integration, even though the project 
was going to be all white. For example, the Eastern Detroit Real Estate 
Board argued that since “the federal government cannot restrict against 
race, color or creed, we fear that the ultimate results of this question can 
only lead to rack and ruin of any good community.”32

White men and women who supported the housing project did not 
write letters to the mayor or the Housing Commission, so it is difficult 
to explore their opinions. However, some of the coverage of the slum 
clearance project in Detroit’s daily papers offers some insight. Report-
ers often encouraged white residents to consider the structural rea-
sons that African Americans lived in the worst neighborhoods. They 
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offered sympathetic, if condescending, accounts of why the area was 
so run-down and the barriers its residents faced to full employment or 
better housing.33

Black Responses to Slum Clearance and Low-Cost Housing

African Americans responded to the proposed slum clearance and low-
cost housing projects with a mixture of hope and caution. In August 
1933, Theodore Barnes, a regular columnist in one of the city’s black 
weeklies, was enthusiastic about the good things that could come out of 
these federal programs, but he maintained skepticism about the com-
mitment of city officials. He argued that the housing projects could help 
remove “one of [the] excuses for discrimination” and even help unite 
African Americans across class who, he believed, were divided by a 
“social gulf ” between residents of the “slum district” and those living 
in “what they term ‘better’ residential” areas. He ultimately concluded, 
however, that the only way the program could work would be if black 
Detroiters remained vigilant about ensuring that their rights were 
respected and pushed hard to make sure the government lived up to 
its promises.34

A few months later, Detroit Tribune editors welcomed the slum clear-
ance and low-cost housing projects with the same ambivalence and 
caution as Barnes. They proclaimed that the project would be “a great 
social and civic benefit to Detroit” because “it is calculated to remove 
many of the unwholesome environments that breed crime, disease, and 
corruption among the unfortunate.” They were also pleased because it 
would create thousands of relief jobs for Detroit residents. However, 
they cautioned, the project would only truly benefit the city “if put into 
effect without racial discrimination.” Tribune editors thus made it clear 
that public housing would not be acceptable alone. The city would have 
to adopt a housing policy that was not racially discriminatory in order 
to satisfy black residents.35

This skepticism about the government’s commitment to African 
Americans did not challenge some of the fundamental assumptions that 
shaped the housing projects. For example, middle-class black observers 
generally agreed that slum clearance was a beneficial plan for African 
Americans, even if it would deeply inconvenience some black residents. 
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Karen Ferguson demonstrates that members of the black middle class 
in Atlanta supported and helped enforce some of the condescending 
dictates of public housing policy. However, their enthusiasm for slum 
clearance was always rooted in their excitement about new feder-
ally funded housing.36 Black activists had yet to coin the term “Negro 
removal” to describe slum clearance, a phrase they would begin to use 
in the 1940s. By then, two things had changed. First, black residents had 
more experience with slum clearance and its problems, and second, 
the city began to propose clearance projects for “urban renewal” more 
frequently than for low-income housing. Beginning after the Second 
World War, it had become more apparent that clearance often meant 
the removal of black neighborhoods without any promises of benefits 
for African Americans who were displaced.

African Americans had been working to get the state to respond to 
their concerns about poor housing since the 1910s, when the First Great 
Migration sparked a severe housing shortage among black workers and 
residents. Although black neighborhoods grew significantly during the 
1920s, formal and informal restrictions confining black occupancy to 
limited areas became more clearly codified, and Detroit’s neighbor-
hoods grew more segregated over the decade. Black residents consis-
tently paid higher rents to live in shabbier buildings than whites, and 
they inhabited some of the most dilapidated housing stock in the city.

African Americans received public housing from the state during the 
1930s because they had been struggling for residential integration and 
equality in housing for years. Black efforts to move into white neighbor-
hoods had elicited violent reaction from white residents since the First 
World War, but African Americans persisted in their fight to live wher-
ever they pleased. This effort to win residential integration, one house 
at a time, failed to open up white neighborhoods to black occupancy, 
but it did have a distinct and important effect on city politics and on 
the resources that would become available to African Americans. These 
actions put pressure on city officials to address the crisis in black hous-
ing. Ironically, black Detroiters won resources from the state as part of 
public officials’ efforts to maintain residential segregation and contain 
African Americans’ efforts to integrate white neighborhoods surround-
ing the black east side, but they would not have received public housing 
from the state if they had not persisted in their fight against segregation.
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Although the slum clearance project clearly made life difficult for 
residents of the area, it remained popular among the black community. 
When Eleanor Roosevelt came to Detroit in the fall of 1935 to kick off 
the first demolition for the project, African Americans thronged to the 
ceremony to see her and to welcome the new project.37 The promise of 
public housing was quite appealing, but these promises did not stop 
black residents from fighting for better accommodations in their cur-
rent apartments, even if they lived in the designated “blighted area.” A 
few days before Mrs. Roosevelt arrived in Detroit to launch the clear-
ance project, Mrs. Mattie Smouthers filed a suit against her landlord 
for $50,000 in damages. Smouthers had fallen off of the back porch of 
her second-story apartment in the “down-town East side section” after 
the railing gave way. Her lawyer, William Banks, an African American, 
announced that her building was “one of many similar buildings .  .  . 
owned by landlords who charge high rents for property which can be 
rented only to poverty-stricken people, who happened to be members 

Throngs of people came to see Eleanor Roosevelt at the slum clearance demolition cer-
emony on September 9, 1935. Image courtesy of the Walter P. Reuther Archives of Labor 
and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University.
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of the colored group. . . . In my opinion, it might better conditions for 
occupants of dilapidated buildings in this locality if a few more similar 
suits were filed.”38

In contrast to white racial liberals, African Americans were unlikely 
to separate their struggle for material resources from their fight to gain 
full citizenship or to push for residential, occupational, and educational 
integration. In fact, black activists made it clear that they would not be 
satisfied with second-class status even when they were receiving ben-
efits from the state. For example, although black residents were enthu-
siastic about slum clearance, they remained concerned about African 
American employment on the project. Gomon had hired black work-
ers to help with relocation, but activists complained that no African 
Americans worked in positions of authority or leadership on the proj-
ect, even though black men and women with both higher education 

This image of the Brewster Homes, which appeared in the Detroit News on December 1, 
1936, represents the area as having been scrubbed clean by slum clearance and whitened 
by the new housing project. Image courtesy of the Walter P. Reuther Archives of Labor 
and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University.
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and experience in social services had applied for these jobs. Dancy 
described the six African Americans he recommended to Gomon as 
“college trained individuals belonging in Detroit and in need of work.” 
Even though black men and women had been able to secure relief 
jobs on equal footing with white workers, black activists and residents 
were not content with a lack of discrimination in just one area of the 
program. Instead, they demanded full equality. Gomon reported that 
black residents had been “subjected to a good deal of inconvenience 
and hardship” during relocation but remained “very cooperative” 
about moving.39

Similarly, in October 1937, editors at the Detroit Tribune worried 
aloud about the consequences of state-sanctioned segregation in the 
new housing projects. The paper’s editors concluded that African 
Americans would be better off if they accepted the housing at the same 
time that they fought for integration.40 Federally sponsored segregation 
was particularly pernicious because it was actually far easier to enforce 
than the combination of formal and informal strictures that upheld 
residential segregation in the city. Privately enforced segregation relied 
on individuals to comply with their dictates, and often whites failed 
to do so either because they did not abide by segregation or because 
they prioritized other interests over upholding divisions between black 
and white residents. For example, black “pioneers,” middle-class men 
and women who bought houses in white neighborhoods, bought their 
houses from whites who chose not to comply with segregation.

The willingness to accept state resources and simultaneously reject 
second-class citizenship was not merely rhetorical. Black activists and 
journalists were offering a different vision of what urban citizenship 
meant. This was part of a change within the black political sphere dur-
ing the 1930s. Over the course of the decade, black Detroiters across 
the social spectrum began to make more consistent and more success-
ful demands on the state at the same time that they used new political 
strategies to fight for the less material promises of full urban citizen-
ship. At the same time that discourses about welfare and poverty were 
getting more attached to African Americans in a distinctly negative 
way, welfare and state programs were becoming avenues through which 
black activists made new demands on the city government. New Deal 
programs helped strengthen the orientation of black activists toward 
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the state. Indeed, the ideological underpinnings of the New Deal rein-
forced African American demands for something more abstract —  full 
equality. Black Detroiters did not see the housing project as the end of 
their worries about affordable and livable homes and instead retained a 
commitment to continue fighting for full access to local resources.

Although they disagreed with the original decision to segregate 
Detroit’s publicly financed housing projects, black leaders and activ-
ists pushed city officials to live up to their promise that segregation 
would not hinder African Americans’ ability to access equality in the 
city. Ironically, in the urban North, because of the power of northern 
racial liberalism and its celebration of colorblindness, explicit, state-
sponsored segregation made black appeals for the race-specific alloca-
tion of resources and power easier to make and win than they were in 
contexts where segregation and inequality were tolerated but implicit. 
For example, Mayor Reading did not appoint a black housing commis-
sioner, even after repeated requests from influential African American 
leaders, but he did choose an African American man, a realtor named 
George Isabell, to manage the Brewster Homes.41 Reading could jus-
tify his unwillingness to include a black representative on the Housing 
Commission in the ideological terms of northern racial liberalism. First 
of all, he reasoned, judicious white leaders would govern in a colorblind 
manner, and second, the appointment of an African American commis-
sioner could elicit hostility from less enlightened whites and undermine 
the commission’s good intentions. These implicit claims were more dif-
ficult to sustain when dealing with a state-crafted, all-black institution 
like the Brewster Homes, which was cast by its developers as a social 
project, not simply a physical space. Because Detroit’s black social ser-
vice agencies and other all-black city institutions were run by African 
Americans, it made the most sense for a segregated housing facility to 
be set up in a similar manner. Isabell’s appointment was an important 
victory for African Americans that was possible because Brewster was 
built as a segregated facility.

Race-specific claims about the allocation of resources to African 
Americans continued to animate debates about the occupancy of 
the Brewster stores and jobs in the housing project. In April 1938, 
six months before the projects would open, the new secretary of the 
Housing Commission, Carl Braidt, spoke at a regular meeting of the 
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Noonday Luncheon Club. His audience, a group of mostly middle-
class black businesspeople and professionals, questioned him about the 
twenty stores in the Brewster projects. Members of the luncheon club 
made it clear that they wanted the Housing Commission to give pref-
erence to African American merchants, especially because black busi-
nesspeople were not permitted to bid for storefront space in Parkside, 
the whites-only project.42

Demands for an all-black staff at Brewster were far less subdued. 
Activists established the Afro-American Institute in order to negotiate 
with local authorities and push the city to hire black workers to staff 
the Brewster Homes. The institute’s name marked its agenda as racially 
specific. Its organizers rejected the languages of rights, advancement, 
or uplift and instead called on black residents to organize as “Afro- 
Americans” for exclusive access to the project’s jobs and to run its 
stores. They began to negotiate with the Housing Commission in the 
summer of 1938, but when negotiations reached a stalemate, the insti-
tute began to picket the project and circulated a petition among African 
Americans to support their agenda. A crowd of picketers and spectators 
convened in front of the project and began a daily protest. Volunteers 
collected hundreds of signatures on the petition. Facing considerable 
pressure from the black community, and a Housing Commission that 
supported the plan, Reading bowed to black demands and endorsed 
a plan to relax civil service requirements and hire an all-black staff to 
work at Brewster. However, the Common Council vetoed this proposal. 
Even though they did not win this battle before the projects opened, 
black residents continued to fight for an all-black staff and guarantees 
that black merchants would have priority in Brewster’s storefronts.43

Ultimately, in Detroit during the 1930s, both white racial liberals 
and black residents were testing the federal promise that “better hous-
ing makes better citizens.” However, they began with two conflicting 
assumptions and two different sets of goals. Housing commissioners 
asserted that urban residents could be formed into “better citizens” 
if they started off with jobs, the resources to pay moderate rent, and, 
perhaps most important, whiteness. African American Detroiters, con-
versely, emphasized the universality of the claims being made by the 
New Deal state and pushed city leaders to live up to those promises. 
White liberals built the New Deal coalition on the premise that African 
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Americans could and should have access to public resources. However, 
they simultaneously relegated black urban residents to secondary roles 
in the urban sphere. Black activists, however, fought to ensure their 
right to participate as full, active citizens. They also struggled to build a 
more just and more equal metropolitan order instead of accepting their 
role as passive voters who simply supported white leaders for granting 
them needed resources.
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Conclusion

In 1940 and 1941, “pressure groups, in and about the City of Detroit, 
particularly those representing the colored elements,” were push-
ing government officials to open an additional Civilian Conservation 
Corps (CCC) camp for African Americans in Michigan. The CCC, a 
New Deal program, provided work relief to young men between the 
ages of seventeen and twenty-three. It ran racially segregated camps in 
rural areas across the country. In Michigan, the CCC focused on refor-
estation. Youths planted trees, fought forest fires, diked flooding riv-
erbanks, strung telephone wire, laid down truck trails and roads, and 
built bridges and fire towers. According to H. J. Rigterink, supervisor of 
Michigan’s CCC program, black pressure groups had pushed Detroit’s 
Department of Public Welfare to advocate for another African Ameri-
can CCC camp. African Americans in Detroit, Rigterink explained to 
his superiors in Washington, DC, had become “more and more insis-
tent.” Indeed, they had organized three conferences on “negro prob-
lems” between November 1940 and February 1941, each of which 
passed resolutions supporting a new black camp. Although Rigterink 
was sympathetic to African Americans’ demands, he explained that the 
CCC regional supervisor was unwilling to consider them. These “pres-
sure groups” achieved at least one symbolic victory. They got Detroit’s 
welfare commissioners to back their plan and pass their own resolution 
recommending a new camp for black youths.1

Rigterink identified black activist demands as the impetus for the 
DPW’s request for another camp, but G. R. Harris, superintendent of 
the DPW, made no mention of this pressure in his communication with 
Rigterink. Instead, Harris framed his request as a response to the deep 
mismatch between need and available resources. Harris had only five 
white youths interested in the CCC and was finding it impossible to fill 
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the white quota of more than 100 slots, even after aggressive recruit-
ing. Conversely, 100 African Americans were attempting to secure 
positions in the CCC, even though the DPW had made no concerted 
effort to attract black applicants. The department had 75 percent more 
interest than the “colored” quotas allowed, which had capped black 
recruits at fewer than 60. These skewed numbers, Harris explained, 
were an effect of the recent recovery. White men were finding jobs in 
“National Defense production”; African American youths were shut 
out of these positions, and the number of blacks interested in the CCC 
remained steady.2

Rigterink knew that Harris was responding to pressure from black 
activists because the two had discussed the issue in person. However, in 
his letter to Rigterink, Harris represented African Americans as a social 
problem rather than a political problem. He did not mention the black 
activist groups that Rigterink was describing, organizations that were 
using conventional political strategies, like passing resolutions and 
holding conferences, to push for expanded access to resources. Instead, 
he cast African Americans as unorganized and apolitical —  a threat to 
urban peace because of their potential for criminality, not because of 
their ability to organize politically. Indeed, Harris framed government 
leaders’ interest in another black CCC camp as part of their larger 
effort to manage African American youths and by extension all Afri-
can Americans, since, he suggested, unemployed black youths posed 
a threat to urban peace. “The social problem of unemployed colored 
youth in an industrial city such as Detroit,” he explained, was “very 
serious.” Harris implied that black youths without jobs disrupted the 
social fabric and were likely to be criminally inclined. Harris was not 
appealing to CCC administrators’ compassion for the hardships faced 
by African Americans. Instead, he suggested that black Detroiters were 
a problem for the political establishment because of their disruptive, 
illegitimate, and antisocial behaviors, not because of their organized, 
activist citizenship. Thus, at the same time that Harris was being pushed 
by black activists to respond to their demands, he dismissed black activ-
ism as politically unimportant, drawing attention away from the power 
of political mobilization and onto African Americans, especially black 
youths, as a potentially explosive urban problem that needed to be 
resolved through careful state management. Furthermore, he suggested 
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that white liberals should support his approach, since it served their 
governing goals. “The advantage of CCC enrollment for these youths,” 
he explained, “is something we all agree upon.”3

Charles Taylor, assistant director of the CCC in Washington, DC, 
denied Harris’s request for more slots for African Americans and justi-
fied his decision with the contradictory logic of northern racial liberal-
ism. He refused to acknowledge that racism shaped black Detroiters’ 
employment experiences. Already, he explained, more than 7 percent 
of CCC enrollees in Michigan were African American, while the black 
population of the state was merely 3.5 percent. Thus, he concluded, 
“Michigan has set aside an adequate share of CCC vacancies for col-
ored applicants.” Like other liberals, Taylor focused on the seemingly 
high proportion of resources going to African Americans and implied 
that black Michiganders were benefiting from more public generosity 
than others. He thus dismissed the notion that a more accurate mea-
sure of racial justice would be to consider whether African Americans 
facing economic hardship were receiving the same level of benefits 
as poor whites facing similar difficulties. Furthermore, he explained, 
the mismatch that Harris was describing was even more acute in the 
American South. In other words, while individual African Americans 
in Detroit may have been receiving inadequate benefits (something that 
Taylor was unwilling to acknowledge), they were better off than blacks 
in the South, who were far less represented in their states’ CCC pro-
grams. Taylor turned down Harris’s request for more CCC positions by 
both denying that blacks faced discrimination in the North and simul-
taneously suggesting that if they did, their problems were insignificant 
compared with the hardships faced by African Americans in the South, 
and thus unworthy of being addressed. Indeed, white northern liber-
als defined their racial views against those of their southern colleagues, 
whom they consistently cast as more racist.4

Like other northern racial liberals, Taylor cast himself and his agency 
as defenders of African Americans even as he denied a request to 
improve their level of benefits. He underlined what he saw as his agen-
cy’s disproportionate generosity toward African Americans in Michi-
gan and its ostensible concerns about the real discrimination faced by 
African Americans in the South. Taylor also communicated that he was 
willing to seriously consider the problem presented: he concluded his 
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letter by thanking Harris for alerting him to “the matter” and by sug-
gesting that it was not closed but “merely deferred for the present.” Ulti-
mately, however, Taylor was unwilling to expend political capital deliv-
ering resources to African Americans. Instead of admitting more blacks 
into the CCC, his agency allowed the racial status quo to stand.5

This ensemble of three letters is unusual because it exposes how 
black activism was affecting white liberal decision making while at the 
same time revealing how white racial liberals rendered black activism 
invisible. Like Harris, Taylor did not mention the “pressure groups” that 
Rigterink described. Indeed, very few white racial liberals wrote explic-
itly about black activism, and fewer still addressed its impact on their 
thinking, choices, or conclusions. In their public speeches and their 
private communications, white liberals were far more likely to portray 
black Detroiters as disorganized, ineffectual, and threatening elements 
of an “urban problem” than they were to represent African Americans 
as serious political actors. This remained true even when those white 
liberals themselves were confronted by organized pressure groups and 
felt compelled to respond to black demands. White liberals certainly 
communicated with African American leaders of political organiza-
tions, but their relationships with these groups did not disrupt their 
limited portrait of blacks’ political roles in the city, a portrait designed 
to undercut the power of organized black political action.

White liberals’ consistent silence about black activism was a symp-
tom of their ideological position. They both rendered black activism 
invisible and represented African Americans as socially troublesome, 
inclined to criminality, disorganized, and potentially mob-like. This 
helped white liberals dismiss black complaints about the contradiction 
that stood at the heart of northern racial liberal practices —  that white 
liberals laid the foundation for their legitimacy on their commitment 
to justice, liberty, and equality at the same time that they sustained a 
high tolerance for black inequality. If African Americans were unable 
to make legitimate claims on the state as full political actors, then white 
liberals did not need to respond to their concerns or be compelled to 
address evidence that racial stratification characterized the city.

Black liberals fought hard to win recognition as legitimate politi-
cal actors, although many also formed alliances with radicals who 
rejected the notion that appeals to white liberals’ sense of justice may 
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be effective political tools.6 Indeed, a new culture of black protest that 
emerged alongside northern racial liberalism helped push white lead-
ers to address African Americans’ concerns. While those leaders did far 
less than black activists would have liked —  few proposed solutions that 
might threaten white power or supremacy in the city —  some took small 
steps toward remedying the most egregious manifestations of racism. 
White leaders who embraced northern racial liberalism imagined a very 
limited role for state intervention in racial matters at the same time that 
they promoted the idea that northern cities needed to be built on the 
foundation of political racial equality. They were careful to line them-
selves up against discrimination yet were unwilling to offer real rem-
edies for the concerns African Americans were articulating. Ironically, 
the complicated range of activities that represented black civil rights 
coalition protest politics helped to underline and support the growing 
strength of racial liberalism in Detroit. As white leaders devised new 
strategies for managing and contain the growing African American 
population, black activists, conversely, worked to build a city that pri-
oritized justice and equality over the maintenance of segregation.

From Northern Racial Liberalism to Race Relations

Soon after the end of the Second World War, “race relations” became 
the language through which seemingly well-intentioned white liber-
als managed African American complaints about structural inequali-
ties. State actors helped to produce and sustain racial inequality at the 
same time that they said they were producing institutions designed to 
improve race relations or even extend new resources to African Ameri-
cans and other people of color in cities. Rather than being a structural 
problem, white liberals cast racial discrimination as something rooted 
in cultural misunderstanding and irrational prejudice, which, once 
eradicated, would cleanse the nation and render racial difference irrele-
vant. A critical assessment of liberal efforts to both respond to and con-
tain black activism in the immediate post –  World War II period sheds 
light on contemporary colorblind practices. Politicians across the main-
stream political spectrum limit racial justice and sustain racial inequal-
ity under the cover of caring about discrimination. Detroit’s Commis-
sion on Community Relations is a window into these kinds of practices.
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As cities expanded and became more racially diverse, liberal lead-
ers produced both governmental and nongovernmental agencies that 
ostensibly addressed racial inequality but were actually a cover for 
managing and containing black protest and African American political 
participation. These institutions were circumscribed by a contradictory 
set of assumptions. First, they rejected the notion that racial inequality 
was systemic or that it emerged out of political or economic systems of 
power. Instead, they assumed that racism was cultural and that the erad-
ication of individual prejudice was the foundation upon which equality 
could be built. Indeed, white liberals predicted, inequality would melt 
away in the face of tolerance, empathy, and productive intergroup dia-
logue.7 At the same time that they built their agendas around this rosy 
forecast, white liberals sustained the contradictory belief that racism 
was intractable, since, they claimed, prejudice was a constitutive ele-
ment of human nature and the urge to separate into racially distinct 
communities —  and thus segregate —  was essentially innate.

This set of assumptions meant that institutions that were supposed 
to address “racial problems” head-on remained weak, with few affir-
mative powers and a limited mandate. These institutions drew atten-
tion away from structural and economic inequalities and focused 
instead on avoiding conflict. Detroit’s Commission on Community 
Relations, for example, a typical government agency in a postwar 
northern city, was charged with a narrow set of responsibilities, many 
of which were advisory. The commission was originally formed by the 
mayor in response to Detroit’s 1943 race riots —  the longest, deadliest, 
and most costly race riots in a U.S. city up until that point. At first, 
the commission was called the Mayor’s Interracial Committee and was 
made up of an advisory board of agency heads and prominent private 
citizens, three of whom were African American, as well as three staff 
members to do the work. It was charged with studying the recent race 
riots, making recommendations about how to avoid future clashes, 
and pushing city departments to improve municipal services for black 
residents. This original mandate fell far short of a commitment from 
the city government to work on building a more racially just metropo-
lis. The agency was designed to quell racial conflicts with the aim of 
upholding the current urban order and saving the city from the nega-
tive economic and political consequences of discord. It was decidedly 
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not an effort to reorganize municipal resources or power along more 
racially just lines.

Even on its own modest terms, the Commission on Community Rela-
tions remained small, underfunded, and less powerful than its mandate 
would require. Compared with other city departments, it employed few 
staff members and sustained a small budget. In 1953, for example, nine 
people worked for the agency, which had no independent powers of 
enforcement at its disposal. Its budget was $65,000, all but $5,000 of 
which went to salaries, rent, and office supplies.8 The agency continued 
to conduct research, push other city departments to eliminate discrimi-
nation, and sponsor “tension-reducing programs” for both residents 
and city officials designed to “increase mutual understanding” among 
Detroiters.9 Similar agencies sprouted up across the urban North in the 
early postwar period either in response to local racial conflicts or mod-
eled after institutions like the one built in Detroit.

From the perspective of the city government, Detroit’s Commission 
on Community Relations can be understood as something of a pub-
lic relations stunt. City administrators used it to stave off criticism and 
co-opt African American and white progressives who were critical of 
their records on racial justice. Mayor Edward Jeffries, for example, the 
person who established the commission, was openly contemptuous of 
black complaints about discrimination. In a speech at a 1940 conference 
on “Negro Employment Problems,” Jeffries dismissed African Ameri-
can concerns about discrimination as unwarranted —  rooted in a pes-
simistic disposition rather than a realistic understanding of how race 
and power functioned in the city. “I am not so sure,” he announced, 
“that there is as much discrimination as I have many times heard it 
described.” Indeed, in his mind, African Americans were hypersensitive 
and would actually be “materially aid[ed] and assist[ed]” by being “less 
temperamental in relation to alleged discrimination.”10

Jeffries’s short speech reads like a contemporary primer for a color-
blind racist. He argued that African Americans who believed that dis-
crimination shaped their lives were really just vain and shortsighted. 
To illustrate his point, he told a condescending story about an African 
American “gentleman” who thought that prejudice had hurt his chances 
of success on a civil service exam. Jeffries explained, quite simply, that 
there was no evidence of discrimination in this case, since other African 
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Americans had passed the test. The real problem, according to Jeffries, 
was that this man could not admit that “anybody could be mentally bet-
ter equipped” than him.

In another familiar move, Jeffries suggested that current complaints 
about discrimination were overblown, since the present —  1940 —  stood 
at the pinnacle of centuries of racial progress. He argued that “the prej-
udices that now exist between nationalities and between races” were 
far worse 100 years earlier. Furthermore, because progress was inevi-
table, and Americans were only becoming more tolerant and accepting 
with time, fights for racial justice were unnecessary. Finally, typical of 
his counterparts today, Jeffries cynically closed with a celebration of his 
own commitment to racial equality. He vowed to “cooperate . . . with a 
wholesome, progressive program for the assistance of the Negro or . . . 
any other group and for all the people within the community.” By sup-
porting “all the people,” he implied that African Americans’ concerns 
were not unique and thus once again suggested that complaints about 
racial discrimination were overblown and invalid.

While Jeffries sounds like a conservative in today’s terms, it is impor-
tant to understand that he was actually a pro-government, pro-growth 
liberal. In the short speech I have described here, he also argued that the 
government was “theoretically and practically . . . the only single agency 
which is big enough or all-inclusive enough to create an environment 
which will eventually make for Utopia.” In his view, building a larger 
and more robust state was the best way to address unemployment, 
encourage urban growth, and foster prosperity. Indeed, for pro-growth 
liberals like Jeffries, the state’s job was to promote commerce and cre-
ate wealth by securing urban order, organizing expansion, and creating 
opportunities for capital investment. As a liberal, Jeffries believed that 
the government should provide social services and extend some care to 
the most disadvantaged urban residents, but neither at the expense of 
order or growth nor as a challenge to existing relations of power.

As the original architects of Detroit’s Commission on Community 
Relations, members of the Jeffries administration designed the agency 
to help sustain urban order. However, many of the men and women 
who got involved with the commission, as staff people, members of 
its advisory board, or participants in its programs, sustained a differ-
ent understanding of its mandate. First, they saw the commission’s 
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formation as a victory. African Americans had been calling for the 
local government to be more responsive to their claims for many years, 
and black liberals, especially, believed it was a step in the right direc-
tion. Indeed, many saw the commission as a new location from which 
they could push for more substantive change and a more robust state 
response to their concerns.

While the commission was not designed to alter racial relations of 
power in a meaningful way, this state project —  intended to contain and 
depoliticize claims about discrimination —  did have unintended posi-
tive effects on the citywide struggle for racial justice. For example, as 
the first permanent governmental body to record and collect informa-
tion about racial discrimination in Detroit, the commission lent offi-
cial legitimacy to these claims, even though it took no specific actions 
to remedy them. Indeed, complaints about discrimination flooded its 
offices for years, even after complainants clearly knew that their prob-
lems would simply be recorded. The commission used this information 
in its “Community Barometer,” a measure it kept of “public attitudes” 
designed to “predict social behavior” and prevent future race riots.11 
By ferreting out potential conflict, agency heads believed, the com-
mission could prevent problems before they started. However, activists 
(and now historians) used this rich body of evidence for their own pur-
poses —  to expose structural urban inequality and work toward build-
ing racial justice.

Activists who engaged in Commission on Community Relations 
programs, even those who seemed most co-opted by it, often partici-
pated in struggles outside of their work with the state. Beulah Whitby, 
for example, a prominent, well-educated, and well-connected African 
American woman, was assistant director of the commission from 1943 
to 1962 and did help to lend legitimacy to the agency. However, she was 
not fully contained by its parameters. Whitby participated in the fight 
for state and city Fair Employment Practices Commissions in the late 
1940s. This struggle for local fair employment commissions brought 
together left-wing activists alongside their more liberal counter parts, 
although red-baiting and liberals’ hostility toward Communist Party 
and National Negro Congress activists ultimately split and weakened 
the movement.12 Furthermore, it is important to remember that munic-
ipal employment was one of the few professional avenues open to mem-
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bers of the educated African American elite. A final unintended conse-
quence of the Commission on Community Relations is that it helped 
to foster and sustain the networks upon which struggles for civil rights 
and racial equality depended.

While liberals used the Commission to limit African Americans’ 
access to municipal power, conservatives saw it as supporting struggles 
for racial justice and attacked it accordingly. In 1953, a federation of 
Home Owner Civic and Improvement Associations attempted to place 
a referendum on the ballot that would overturn the city ordinance that 
established the Commission on Community Relations. The group was 
a federation of white neighborhood homeowners’ councils that was 
notorious for its often-violent defense of segregation and white residen-
tial exclusivity.13

Ultimately, understanding the dynamics of northern racial liberal-
ism in Detroit in the interwar years —  as well as its postwar extension, 
race relations management —  helps to explain the seeming racial con-
tradictions embedded in mainstream political discourse today. Even 
as conservatives position themselves against liberals, both use liberal 
ideas about liberty, democracy, and equality to promote their projects 
and describe their governing sensibilities. Both of them take on posi-
tions that have a disproportionately negative impact on low-income 
people of color, even as they use the language of equality to justify 
their actions. To take a recent example, in April 2011, President Barack 
Obama supported the Republican effort to raise the age of Social Secu-
rity eligibility —  a proposal that will have a disproportionately negative 
effect on poor people of color if passed. However, he claimed that this 
policy would be good for Americans because it would relieve them of 
the debt they would incur by supporting the elderly in a more robust 
fashion.14 Politicians across the political spectrum are participating in 
a political economic system that is draining welfare institutions of state 
support and privatizing public-owned resources —  a tool for the mas-
sive extension of exploitation and markets into both new and old are-
nas. These strategies do not actually shrink the state. Instead, they pro-
mote capitalist projects and help amplify wealth and racial inequalities. 
Liberals have historically claimed that part of their project is to rem-
edy capitalism’s most grotesque manifestations of inequality. However, 
they are simultaneously interested in using the state to promote urban 
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growth and expansion. Their efforts to resolve the contradictions that 
emerge out of these conflicted commitments have allowed them to pio-
neer many of the strategies that conservatives use today —  casting them-
selves as allied with “the downtrodden,” to use a term from the 1930s, 
but simultaneously working to sustain and extend deep inequalities. 
Liberals’ persistent rejection of leftist ideas about the reorganization of 
power and wealth shapes how they resolve these contradictions. Even 
as the political center moves to the right, these logics of northern racial 
liberalism still hold.
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