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This chapter takes its title from a line in Walt Whitman's Chanzs
Democratic, a line that also is featured in the epigraph to the first section
of Sean Wilentz’s recent study of the rise of the working class in New
York City.! The idea that a recently revolutionary and strongly republican
working population tried in the nineteenth century to build a Whit-
manesque economy and society without masters and servants undergirds
not only Wilentz’s work but most of the best of the new labor history on
the making of the American working class. The power of republicanism in
informing labor’s rhetoric and practice is now amply demonstrated. As
Herbert Gutman and Ira Berlin have put it, when ‘preindustrial workers
became a wage-earning class, republicanism neither disappeared nor
remained a set of stale patriotic pieties. Instead, workers in Jacksonian
America remade it into a distinctive and radical - but nonsocialist — argu-
ment against the pervasive inequalities associated with nineteenth-century
capitalism.”? The insights, and considerable drama, of recent histories of
early labor derive largely from a focus on this remaking of republicanism
by labor. The new labor history illuminates the question of how workers
creatively pursued the vision of a republic of small producers in which,
again in Whitman’s words, ‘I will be even with you, and you shall be even
with me’, even as the United States became a land whose citizens increas-
ingly worked ‘in shops they did not own and control, at a pace ... often

43




THE WAGES OF WHITENESS

determined by others.”

But labor republicans in the United States did not only attempt to
abolish mastery and servanthood among white Americans. Many of them
also acquiesced in the even sharper social divisions between Black
Americans and slavemasters. Thus Whitman: ‘Slaves are [probably] there
because they must be — when the time arrives for them not to be ... they
will leave.”* Moreover, republicanism itself carried a strong suspicion of
the powerless, not just of the powerful, and a fear that the top and bottom
in society would unite against the ‘producing classes’ in the middle. As
virtually all working whites were included in the ‘producing classes’, that
suspicion could fall heavily on slaves and free Blacks. A/ labor republicans
existed in a society that offered the opportunity for white workers to
measure their situations not only against the dream of a republic of small
producers but also against the nightmare of chattel slavery. If early lan-
guages of class have already been located by historians within the context
of republican thought and accelerating working class formation, they need
also to be located within a slaveholding republic in which the constant,
even increasing, presence of slavery was, as the Black abolitionist H. Ford
Douglass remarked, ‘completely interwoven into the passions of the ...
people.”

The Hireling and the Slave

In 1814, Francis Scott Key wrote, in a verse of “The Star-Spangled
Banner’ not sung before baseball games, ‘No refuge could save the hire-
ling and the slave/From the terror of flight or the gloom of the grave’
The significant pairing of ‘hireling and slave’ would echo even into the
1850s as the status of white workers was debated. For Key’s original
audience the pair of words carried meanings within the context of the
War of 1812. Britain prosecuted that war using hated mercenary or
‘hireling’ soldiers. Also in the British ranks were about three hundred
former slaves, promised freedom and protection by British commanders
in exchange for their military service. Some of these exslaves helped to
burn the White House in 1814.% But Key’s words also carried much
broader meanings, embodying what a young, republican nation hated
and perhaps feared that it might become. We have already examined the
multifaceted connotations of slave. Those of bireling deserve similar at-
tention.

In castigating ‘hirelings’, Key used a word that captures much of what
republicans despised. A nation that depended on hirelings simply could
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not be a republic. Anglo-American usages of hireling current by the early
nineteenth century connected a hireling soldier with a propensity to flee
under fire. More broadly, hirelings in various fields, but particularly in
politics, behaved as the very opposite of self-sacrificing republican
citizens. They made ‘reward or material remuneration the motive of
[their] actions’; They were prostitutes — indeed Webster’s 1829 dictionary
of American English gives ‘prostitute’ as a synonym for bireling and fur-
ther defines hirelings as ‘perjurers by virtue of their avarice’. As an adjec-
tive, bireling typically meant both ‘venal’ and ‘mercenary’. In usage it was
often succeeded by press and politicians, adumbrating various aspects of the
critique of British corruption that had been a staple of American
republican rhetoric since before the Revolution.” As Steve Watts’s Republic
Reborn demonstrates, Americans by 1814 had substantial doubts, and sub-
stantial reasons to doubt, with regard to their nation’s ability to preserve a
republican vision against ‘hireling’ corruption.?

But hireling conjured up yet another threat to republican liberty, one
perhaps less easily conquered in the long run than the mercenary soldier
or even than the acid of corrupt self-interest. Hireling meant, of course,
‘one who is hired or serves for wages’. That usage, as the Oxford English
Dittionary observes, was ‘opprobrious’, with ‘serving for hire or wages’
being all too nearly synonymous with ‘to be had for hire’.” The term was
especially opprobrious for American republicans. In particular, the arti-
sanal followers of Tom Paine and Thomas Jefferson ‘held that a free
government required ‘independent’ small producers who owned profnc-
tive propetty and therefore were neither cowed nor mercenary, as lifelong.
‘hirelings’ would inevitably be. For Paine, ‘freedom [was] destroyed by
dependence’ and servant was an opprobrious term. Hirelings and slaves
were sometimes_connected in popular logic, as in the observation that
thW
cafeless  and in the frequent references to sailors, the outstanding occupa-
tional group of waged adult males, as children and as slaves™

“Thus, the gradual transition to wage labor from 1800 to 1860 (and
beyond) was an extremely serious matter for labor republicans. There
were, of course, elements within republican thought that discouraged
panic and encouraged long-term faith in republican solutions. From Tom
Paine to Abraham Lincoln ran a line of thought that held that wage labor
was not degrading per se — for Paine, man was free in large part because
he held ‘property in his own labor’. Wage labor could then be a rite of
passage on the road to the economic independence of free farming or of
self-employed craft labor.! Moreover, many labor republicans shared with
their British counterparts the view that political plots — the corruption
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and machination of the powerful and the acquiescence of the servile —
gave rise to social inequality. In a republic of freemen, these political evils
could be identified and checked, in the long run if not the short.!?
Finally - and this is the point is least understood by historians — forms
of wage labor emerging in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies were themselves sometimes seen as less productive of dependency
and as more ‘republican’ than traditional arrangements. Not only did the
number of white indentured servants decline greatly between 1763 and
1830, but practices such as living in with the employing family, agreeing
to long-term work for a single family and taking meals at the employer’s
table also declined in some areas with astonishing speed. Apprenticeship
even came regularly to involve cash payments.”” We know far too little
about whether these changes were initiated mainly by employers or
workers, but it is clear that the worker who struck wage bargains by the
day and boarded out was considered less ‘dependent” (if more anxious)
than one who worked by the month or the year and boarded in. Paine
cofitdthus argue for extending the vote to SOMe propertyless males but
not to ‘servants inl families’.'* Sean Wilentz has nicely shown how, without
stepping outside the bounds of republican categories, labor radicals in
New York City rehabilitated the wage relatonship in the 1830s. They
ed - admittedly with the rather significant exceptions that jour-
neymen should get the full value Tor their labor in wages and should

themselves decide what that value was — thata wage reEtionshiE was com-
» . . . 1 B

Patible, at least temporarily, with a just society.

As Asa Briggs emphasizes, populist leaders in early nineteenth-century
Britain who had labor followings lamented the loss of the ‘chain of
connection’ or the ‘bond of attachment’ between the rich and the poor.
Bonds and chains, seen as ties of dependency rather than of sharing, were
far less valued in US labor republican thought.!

But, as reference to bonds and chains should sharply remind us, it was
impossible to think about dependency on wages merely in comparison
with the position of labor in an ideal republic; the comparison with the
truly enslaved also loomed. Such a comparison cut hard, and it cut in two
ways. On the one hand, the spectre of chattel slavery — present historically
in no other nation during the years of significant working class formation
~“made _for a remarkable awareness of the dangers of dependency and a

strong suspicion of paternalism. On the other hand, hard thought about”

‘the hireling and the slave’ could make the position of hireling compara-
fively attractive. 1 he white hireling had the possibility of social mobili

ag_the Black slave did not. The white Nireling was usually a political
eeman, as the slave, and with very few exceptions the free Black, were
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not. The comparis lead to swe age labor as
‘white slavery’ but it also could reassure wage workers that they be16@
{O_WM’. In their early attempts to develop a
anguage of labor, working Americans therefore expressed soaring desires
to be rid of the age-old inequalities of Europe and of any hint of slavery.
They also expressed the rather more pedestrian goal of simply not being

mistaken for slaves, or ‘negers’ or ‘negurs’. And they saw not nearly so
great a separation between these goals as we do.

From Servants to Hired People

As early as 1807, the British investor Charles W. Janson published the
indignant replies he had received when he visited an acquaintance in
New England and asked the maid who answered the door, ‘Is your
master home?’ Not only did the maid make it clear that she had ‘no
master’ but she insisted, ‘I am Mr. __’s belp. I'd have you to know, man,
that I am no sarvant; none but negers are sarvants.’ The Massachusetts Spy
in 1815 reported that exactly such exchanges occurred frequently, when
visitors attempted to address servamts or to ask about masters. Two
decades later, a more celebrated observer of American life, Frances Trol-
lope, lamented the difficulty of ‘getting servants’ in Ohio, but then cor-
rected herself to write ‘getting help’. She explained that in the United
States, ‘It is more than petty treason to the republic to call a free citizen
a servant.” One of her own ‘help’ anxiously expressed to Trollope the
hope that she would not think whites in service to be ‘just as bad as if we
are negurs.’"’

Trollope and Janson were among many foreigners and American
citizens to note such avoidance of the term servant and the reasons for
such avoidance. As the American lawyer John Bristed put it in 1818,
“There is no such relation as master and servant in the United States: in-
deed the name is not permitted.” In explaining the disappearance of these
terms, especially among farm and domestic laborers, Bristed commented
on the tendency of US citizens toward ‘confounding the term servant with
that of slave.” There was good reason for such confounding, dating from
the early imprecisions of colonial usages of slave and servant right through
Noah Webster’s inconsistent distinctions between the two terms in his
dictionary of 1828 and the tendency in the South to apply servant over-
whelmingly to slaves in the antebellum years. Yet another complicating
factor was that free Blacks often worked as domestic servants, with the
result that the degradations suffered by slaves, by Blacks generally and by
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domestics all came to be associated under the heading servant.'®

The Oxford English Dictionary counts ‘hired man, woman, girl [and]
people’ all as Americanisms of probable early nineteenth-century origins.
It stresses connections with slavery, finding the words to have been coined
to be ‘applied to free men or women engaged as servants (the latter word
being formerly used to include slaves).” The OED adds that the terms
particularly applied to workers ‘on a farm’ and in or ‘around a house’.”
Albert Matthews’s close study of American usages of hired man and help
shows the words to be more complex and even more interesting than the
OED allows. Matthews establishes some colonial examples of the terms
and, in the former case, some British antecedents. But he emphasizes an
increase in their popularity in the early nineteenth century and attributes
that increase both to a desire to be set apart from Blacks and to
postrevolutionary ideals. On the latter point, Matthews agrees with the
domestic service reformer Lucy Salmon who, writing in 1897, explained
the decline of the term servant in postrevolutionary America by pointing
out that it was an ‘incongruous term in the face of the declared equality of
all men, and an obnoxious term in view of the service performed at the
South by negro slaves.’”® This juxtaposition of the search for a language of
freedom and for a language that would simply set apart and racially stig-
matize the wholly unfree makes the popularity of terms like hired man and
belp extremely suggestive.

In one sense the developing language of labor was certainly egalitarian;
it was largely the creation of those who worked. Daniel Rodgers, in an
interesting short passage on antebellum labor and language, argues that
euphemistic terms like belp were inventions of the employers and
‘reflected the vain hope that labels would rectify the anomaly of depend-
ence in a society in which self-employment was the moral norm.” He adds
that capitalists ‘had good reason for the evasion’ because they wanted to
avoid associating the ‘worker who labored at the will ... of another [with]
the oldest, bluntest and most troubling word of all: “slave”.’?! Whether
words like belp functioned in the way Rodgers argues is a fascinating ques-
tion. Whether they came into being through upper-class initiatives is
quite another. On the latter score, the evidence from the early nineteenth
century, when belp and hired man became popular evasions, does not sup-
port Rodgers’s point. Virtually all primary accounts show the new usages
being enthusiastically initiated by those whose work was being described.
James Fenimore Cooper, who hated the new terms as ‘subterfuges’,
regarded them as creations of the workers themselves: of belp, he snick-
ered, ‘A man does not usually hire his cook to kelp him cook his dinner,
but to cook it herself’ The British traveller Charles Mackay similarly
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counted the new words for servant as marks of self-assertion, however
quaint, among whites who did domestic work, and even suggested that the
now-familiar ‘help wanted’ ads took that wording to avoid ruffling the
racial and republican sensibilities of those who worked as servants.”? The
Dictionary of American English aptly summarizes a range of usages sub-
stituting belps and hands for servants by saying that the substitutions reflect
what the employed ‘chose to call themselves’. White female household
workers in particular ‘resisted’ the designation servant, in favor of ‘helps,
helpers or hands’.? N

In popularizing such new words, farm and household workers were not
simply becoming racists, but neither were they simply being militant
republicans. Rather, they were becoming white workers who identified
their freedom and their dignity in work as being suited to those who were
‘not slaves’ or ‘not negurs’. White workers were not slaves, and there were
excellent reasons, quite without manipulation by employers, for their not
wanting to be considered ‘like a slave’. Not all these reasons had to do
immediately with race. The first recorded instance of an American object-
ing to being called a servant, in 1784, reflected the sentiments of a white
freeman who apparently hated being compared to indentured whites. US
republicans, moreover, were used to railing against those who sought to
enslave others, and several primary accounts of the rise of substitutes for
servant set the changes squarely in the context of a quest for ‘republican
liberty’ and a desire to be rid of models that had been inherited from
‘slavish Europe’.**

But in a society in which Blackness and servility were so thoroughly
intertwined — North and South — assertions of white freedom could not be
raceless. To criticize Europe as ‘slavish’ or full of ‘dastardly slaves’ in-
evitably called to mind chattel slavery and in several cases high
republicanism and high race feeling cohabit on the same page.” James
Flint, a British visitor in the second decade of the nineteenth century,
noted that among the poor in the free states that bordered slaveholding
states ‘certain kinds of labour are despised as being the work of slaves.” He
counted shoeblacking and, at times, ‘family manufactures’ as tabooed and
told of paupers in an Ohio poorhouse who ‘refused to carry water for
their own use’ for fear of being considered ‘like slaves’.?8 We can see in
such actions both the frayed strands of republican self-assertion and a
sense of whiteness that could at times be self-defeating.

The existence of slavery (and increasingly of open Northern campaigns
to degrade free Blacks) gave working Americans both a wretched
touchstone against which to measure their fears of unfreedom and a
friendly reminder that they were by comparison not so badly off. It en-
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couraged an early language of labor that was at once suffused with con-
cern for ‘republican liberty’ and at the same time willing to settle for what
Rodgers calls ‘evasions’. Amidst much assertion of independence, the
term hired subtly became one to be embraced. As hired was increasingly
placed in front of 7an, woman and girl, it was also placed before the old
term band, especially when referring to farm laborers. In the latter usage
— apparently first commented upon when James Flint observed in 1818
that where he visited in the North, ‘Laborers are not servants, all are hired
bands’ - labor is clearly a commodity, separable from its owner and for
sale.”” Some of the sting had been taken from the connection between
hireling and slave.

No Masters: The Mechanic Gets a Boss

Among urban craftsmen, the group that by the Age of Jackson had initi-
ated a significant national labor movement and had launched labor par-
ties and an identifiable artisan wing of the Democratic party, the
language of labor displayed more continuity and, seemingly, more self-
confidence than did that of farm and domestic workers. The favorite
terms to emerge after the Revolution continued to be popular, with
mechanics’ societies proliferating and labor appeals being consistently
addressed to freemen.?® Other terms, like artisan, member of the working
classes, tradesman and workingman also achieved significant popularity. No
surviving evidence suggests that these terms — with the partial exception
of freeman — bespoke any conscious desire to set white workers apart
from slaves. Mechanic and freeman blurred lines — or reflected the fact
that lines were indeed blurry — between employed and employing arti-
sans. Such words bespoke the tendency, so often remarked upon by his-
torians of antebellum craftsmen, to see the interests of all of the
‘producing classes’, including working masters and small manufacturers,
as united against the parasitic designs of bankers, undeserving paupers,
monopolists, aristocrats and corporations.?’

But the independence of wage-earning journeymen mechanics increas-
ingly came under a double attack. With wage labor becoming more and
more common, the prospect of rising through wage labor to run one’s
own shop became increasingly problematic. Moreover, journeymen com-
plained that masters required harder, more subdivided work, with fewer
informal breaks during the day. Since living standards for most urban arti-
sans did not improve, and may in fact have declined, between 1820 and
the 1850s, the extent to which artisans continued confidently to call them-
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selves freemen and mechanics reflected the strength of the republican vision
associated with those terms.’® On the other hand, since this very group
was producing leaders who by the middle 1830s were calling workers
white slaves, subterranean tensions and subtle worries about bondage also
deserve attention.

Nationally, groups representing the interests of journeymen artisans
proliferated in the late 18205 and the 1830s. These organizations some-
times took care to call themselves ‘journeymen mechanics’ groups but
usually they simply and assertively followed earlier local traditions and
made themselves the embodiment of mechanic interests generally. One of
the first great US labor pamphlets was written by William Heighton
under the pseudonym ‘An Unlettered Mechanic’. Heighton’s Philadelphia
witnessed, in 1827, the early rise of a city central, the Mechanics’ Union
and, the following year, of a first experiment in trade union journalism,
the Mechanics’ Free Press' Perhaps because skill with machines was be-
coming more vital in many trades, the meaning of mechanic as one ‘skilled
in making machines’ took on special importance.’

In the early thirties, craftsmen in New York City’s main shipbuilding
district erected a bell to regulate the hours that masters required of jour-
neymen. They called it the Mechanics’ Bell, and its earliest historian,
himself a labor leader, observed that ‘As the “Liberty Bell” rang out the
proclamation of liberty from monarchical control, so the “Mechanics’
Bell” proclaimed the liberty of leisure for the sons of toil.” ‘Mechanics’
libraries’ and ‘mechanics’ institutes’ sprang up, often with explicit reform
purposes. Advocates of Christian labor reforms, including temperance,
would later also use the term to name their groups. Mechanic gave a name
to New York’s state labor organization, to important New England and
New York labor papers of the 1840s, to secret societies and to the Nash-
ville anticonvict labor forces of 1850.3 In sum, mechanic had the capacity
to unite craftsmen as proud republican workers, to evoke images of social
harmony among producers and to_legitimaté the challenges that

employed artisans mounted to the powers of capital. Significantly enough,

antlabor organizatons of employing master craftsmen and of merchant {

capitalists avoided calling employed artisans mechanics, preferring jour-
néymen. -

But even mechanic was not an unproblematic term. It was too narrow
for broad political and class mobilization, such as attempts to form labor
parties, and therefore was at times supplanted by workingmen’s in the titles
of labor groups. Organizations sometimes referred to ‘Mechanics and
Other Workingmen’ in their rather unwieldy titles.** More important,
mechanic, for all its egalitarian connotations, still could not avoid raising
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the issue of dependency in a slaveholding republic that was unable to put
aside fully long-standing suspicions of manual labor. Webster’s 1829 dic-
tionary illustrates tensions within the ways the word was used. One noun
definition of mechanic is neutral and descriptive: ‘a person whose occupa-
tion is to construct machines or goods. ... A second definition is even
somewhat exalted: ‘one skilled in a mechanical ... art’. But negative con-
notations appear among the definitions of mechanic as an adjective.
‘Skilled in the art of making machines’, one such entry flatly begins,
before adding, ‘bred to manual labor’. Another reads, ‘pertaining to arti-
sans or mechanics, vulgar’’$ A brief item, filling space at the bottom of a
column in the radical Jacksonian, urban artisan—oriented Democratic Ex-
position and United States Journal for the Country suggests that some artisans
themselves embraced these prejudices: ‘The Mechanic who is ashamed of
his frock is himself a shame to his profession.”

Moreover, in the South a large number of slaves and free Blacks were
still mechanics, and there was Jittle denying that Black workers could do
craft labor. Mechanic was a term pridefully used by, and respectfully ap-
plied to, white artisans in the south.”® Southern labor organizations and
tradeé assoclations used the term. But at the same time there was a clear
recognition that ‘negro mechanics’ and ‘negro mechanical _labor’ existed.
No small part of Eﬁe activities of white MIIieS was
directed against Black artisans and at times, in alliance with slave-owning
artisans versus free Black mechanics. In arguing for preferential treatment
for themselves, white Southern mechanics generally eschewed baiting
‘niggers’. Nor did white mechanics often cast Black artisans as inferior
workers in their appeals. Instead, such appeals were grounded in the white
mechanics contributions to the communities as taxpayers and as citizeps,
mmr_‘r’ﬂ_‘l_—gz"'f‘ﬁ__) , the_Tegal, moral and civil proprietors of this country
a@e.’ Morcover, It was argued in a way that somewhat undercut the
dignity of existing white mechanics that a better class of artisans could be
attracted if the trades were ‘honourably associated’ by virtue of Blacks
being expelled.’

Even with these complications, mechanic was a term that survived
healthily, especially when interspersed with references to the rights of
‘American Freemen’.*® But journeymen mechanics had masters, according
to time-honored usage, and it was here that republican values, worries
about wage labor, and anxieties about being compared to slaves conspired
to change the language of Tabor. So long as the master was called by that
térm because of his craft skills, no violatdon of republican principles oc-
curred. As Marx observed, the master typically owned the tools used in
production and the product and therefore was a capitalist. ‘But it is not as
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a capitalist that he is a zaster’, Marx went on. ‘He is an artisan in the first
instance and is supposed to be a master of his craft. Within the process of
production he appears as an artisan, like his journeymen, and it is he who
initiates his apprentices into the mysteries of his craft.’*!

But real changes in small workshops in the US in the early nineteenth
century, changes often caused by pressures from merchant capitalists,
made many masters act like masters of men rather than of crafts.” As the
masters sought greater production and lower costs in a postrevolutionary
and slaveholding society, their motivations were closely scrutinized by
journeymen whose reactions mixed republicanism and whiteness. It was
particularly difficult to be mastered by someone who was not a master of
his craft. Thus the Philadelphia General Trades Union in 1836 com-
plained that the ‘veriest botch’ among craftsmen too often assumed ‘“kingly
supremacy to himself the very moment he becomes a “MASTER
MECHANIC”. Earlier and smaller labor organizations had made similar
points. During 1806, in the Philadelphia journeymen shoemakers’ con-
spiracy case, a labor appeal referred to ‘these masters, as they are called,
and who would be masters and tyrants if they could.’¥ Well before the
term wages slavery came into common use, journeymen criticized masters
as so-called ‘after the slavish style of Europe’. A very early carpenters’
organization scored the ‘haughtiness and overbearance’ of masters as
more appropriate to those who ‘give laws to slaves ... depriving free men
of their just rights.”*

A New York City cordwainers’ conspiracy case in 1809 saw the defense
call for labor rights as a counterweight to the ‘rapacity of the masters’ who
enforced ‘despotic servitude’. Workers, according to the pioneer labor
pamphleteer William Heighton, suffered ‘under a grievous and slave-like
system of labor’.* From Heighton’s image it was but a short leap to the
conclusion that master mechanics, as foremen and master craftsmen came
to be called perhaps for the first time in the 1820s, were one with
slavemasters and that workers were ‘white slaves’.* But a different,
sidelong leap was also possible. Just as farm and domestic workers ad-
dressed the ‘servant problem’ by finding new words, artisans could find
reassurance with regard to the ‘master problem’ by attempting to abolish
the term muaster. Characteristically, workers jumped in both directions at
once. Use of the term white slavery and avoidance of master grew together.
The labor movement itself adopted doth the embrace of blunt, indeed
overdrawn, comparisons with slavery, and euphemistic usages of a newly
popular word: boss. '

As early as the late eighteenth century, the British traveller Richard
Parkinson had commented on an American aversion to using the word
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master. Parkinson, who arrived in 1798 and spent considerable time in
rural Maryland bur also stayed in Virginia and in Philadelphia and Bal-
timore, succinctly showed how republicanism and race intermingled. He
found the typical white servant unwilling ‘to acknowledge that he works
for a master’ and therefor€ Insistent on calling the employer muster or sir.
These usages, according to Parkinson, resulted from the ‘boast of
Afmerican liberty and eMrvant’s ‘think[ing] himself more
on an equality with the master than with the negro’ and from the servant’s

esite_to slave. By 1818, these same sentiments were resulting
irm:;rity of boss as a substitute for master. In that year,
James Flint, author of the most perceptive of the British travel accounts,
wrote, ‘Master is not a word in the vocabulary of hired people. Bos, a
Dutch one of similar import, is substituted. The former is used by negroes
and is by free people considered as synonymous with slavekeeper.’
Another Briton, Isaac Holmes, wrote in 1823 of boss in words almost
precisely echoing Flint’s, except that they stressed the status of the United
States as a ‘republican country’ rather than a slaveholding one in account-
ing for the use of'the Dutch term.* Thus, the OED records boss as a word
adopted particularly in the United States in the early nineteenth century
to avoid the use of muaster. The use of boss in this sense was not common
enough to find its way into Webster’s 1829 dictionary. By 1872, M. Schele
DeVere's Americanisms could count boss the most familiar Dutch-derived
word in American English.*

By the 1830s, boss was specifically and popularly embraced by employed
artisans amidst the rapidly developing Jacksonian labor movement. The
pioneering labor historian John R. Commons thus identifies the oss in
labor documents of the period as the ‘contractor — successor of the master
workman’.*” Paul Johnson’s study of labor, religion and society in
Rochester notes that when one editor there used 4oss in 1829 it was felt
necessary to follow it with an asterisk and to provide the definition: ‘A
foreman or master workman. ... Of modern coinage, we believe.” Five
years later, Johnson adds, boss could stand by itself without explanation.*
The Cincinnati People’s Paper meanwhile explained that bess meant ‘master
mechanic’’! James Fenimore Cooper’s American Democrat, published in
1837, bristled at the newly popular term, holding that ‘the laboring classes
of whites’ moved by a desire not to be connected with ‘negro-slaves’ had
dispensed with the term muaster. ‘So far has this prejudice gone’, Cooper
lamented, that ‘they have resorted to the use of the word boss, which has
precisely the same meaning in Dutch!’s2

‘NEITHER A SERVANT NOR A MASTER AM I’

Race and the Fregnan’s Freedom

Cooper regarded those who used euphemisms for master or servant as
lacking in ‘manly’ qualities. But to see such choices as merely silly, fecl_(—
less or cowardly is to miss the drama, and tragedy, of workers caught in
a situation in which it was difficult not to compare themselves to slaves,
almost unbearable to make such a comparison, and impossible to sustain
the metaphor. Nor were the new usages without meaning and impact. If
republicanism meant different things to different groups, it still carried a
resonance; and white supremacy was widely shared, if also variously in-
terpreted. In such a society it was desirable, even imperative, not to be
taken for a slave or anything like one. Conventions of Black reformers
declared, “To be dependent, is to be degraded.” A hired hand could claim
and perhaps insist upon small privileges that a servant could not. He
could see himself in a different way. White native-born Americans not
only changed the language of domestic service but also, by the 1830s, in
fact largely abandoned domestic service as a job. Avoidance of connec-
tions to dependency and to blackness paid, in Du Bois’ language, ‘publ}c
and psychological’ wages.”> But there were costs as well, not only in
terms of race relations but also the wedding of labor to a debased
republicanism. '

T there was a ‘manly’ Jacksonian-era alternative to the kinds of
workers’ self-identification that Cooper deplored, it was freeman. The
evolution of this long-used term illustrates the impossibility of avoiding
race in constructing a class identity. The evolution of freeman also richly
suggests the payoffs of whiteness and the tendency of thoge payoffs to
prove spurious ~ spurious, that is, if we regard an attack on lifelong wage
labor to have been a legitimate goal of labor republicanism.

The term freeman remained much-prized in the Age of Jackson.. In-
deed, in an urban society in which work and home became more radlcglly
separated and masculinity underwent extensive redefinition, its masculine
ending may have had special appeal. Labor appeals often featured calls to
‘men’ — a term that was sometimes used without ‘working’, ‘trades’, or
‘journey’ in front of it to refer to wage earners collectively. Workingman
and Workingmen’s consistently graced the titles of labor groups anfl the
mastheads of the labor press. One important labor newspaper was ‘S{mp.ly
titled The Man.5* The title freeman was worth fighting over. Abolitionist
papers took it for their names, as did antiabolitionist Catholi§ ones. When
Walt Whitman launched a democratic experiment in journalism, designed
to win a readership of neither masters nor servants, he called it the Brooklyn
Freeman >
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The word reverberated throughout labor’s appeals, with Seth Luther’s
famous Address to the Workingmen of New England settng a standard for
highlighting its importance by promising to show ‘all TYRANTS, that we
are not only determined to have the name of freemen, but that we will
LIVE FREEMEN and DIE FREEMEN.” The earliest protests by female textile
workers couched their appeals for better treatment in terms of their status
as the ‘daughters of freemen’.%

Freerman continued_to carry the double meaning of economic_and
political independence. Webster’s 1829 dictionary gave as its first defini-
ugry_f_ﬁieeman one who enjoys liberty .. one not a slave or a vassal’, and
as 1ts second ‘one who enjoys or is entitled to a franchise’.’ Before the
Revolution, these various freedoms were only imperfectly linked to white-

ness_ami tterns of deference, varied forms of economic vassaa%e

among whites, colonial status and limits on suffrage. By the Age of Jack-
sonthecow%ence between who was white and who was a freeman
e

has become @ Tar_closer one. Although imprisonment for_debt among
whites remained a fearsome problem in some areas, the range of
economic unfreedom felt by native-born whites had come to be increas-
ingly concéntrated on the sing ategory o
pendency was sometimes defined metaphorical ly as fwages slavery’, 1it
could also b€ seen in republican terms as merely temporary, as more Iree
than older; paternalistic [abor relations and certaifily as vastly more free,
ifi republican terms, than chattel slavery. Moreover, given their wide
political freedoms — wide in comparison not only with those of slaves and
of free Blacks but also with those of the common people of the whole of
Europe - white workers in the United States could and did count them-
selves as freemen even as they protested seeming plots to enslave them
economically.*®

Blackness meanwhile almost perfectly predicted lack of the attributes
of a freeman. In 1820, 86.8 percent of African-Americans were slaves — in
1860, 89 percent. Free Blacks in the South lacked political rights, as they
did in the North to a nearly equivalent extent. As white manhood suffrage
became the norm, perhaps one free Black male in fourteen could legally
vote in the North by 1860, with tradition barring the participation even
of many of these who were technically so qualified. With jury duty, militia
service and other civil responsibilities and rights barred to Black North-
erners, the typical ‘free’ Black had, as the historian Jean Baker has telling-
ly observed, a single accepted public role: that of the victim of rioters.*

The very powerlessness of free Blacks made them not only easy but, in
reppblican terms, appropriate and logical victims of the popular masses of
white freemen. Because they were dependent, free Blacks were seen as
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pawns of the rich and powerful. At exactly the moment that voting re-
quirements reflected the tendency to drop the traditional republican con-
cern about voting by whites who were not economically independent,
concern focused on the possibility that ‘servile’ Blacks would vote. The
1821 ‘Reform Convention’ in New York provided the vote to_virtually
‘gvery white male citizen’ under the new state constitution. The conven-
ti&Mr%rty requirement and harsher resi-
deney taws for Black male voters. The logic of the Republican-dominated '
convention — Blacks had largely voted Federalist — was, as one historian
has recently summarized it, that ‘many Negroes had been born in slavery
[and] they were filled with a spirit of dependence and consequently would
vote according to the wishes of their employers ... which would foster an
aristocracy.” In 1825, about one New York City African-American in two
hundred was qualified to vote. In 1846, when the issue of expanding Black
voting rights in New York was briefly raised, a printer and activist in the
artisan wing of the Democratic party stood on his republicanism and his
race. ‘We want no masters’, he began, briefly echoing Whitman before
continuing, ‘and least of all no negro masters.’®

In Connecticut in 1818, a similar pairing of expanded white suffrage
and narrowed Black rights occurred, in this case the elimination of Black
voting rights altogether. In North Carolina and Tennessee, anomalous
Southern states where free Blacks with property had voted, universal
white manhood suffrage and Black disfranchisement likewise came
together. The broad white suffrage of states in the Old Northwest was
from the start joined, with very minor exceptions in Wisconsin, to bars on
Black voting. Referenda repeatedly proved such regulations hugely
popular among whites.®!

That Blacks were largely noncitizens will surprise few, but it is impor-
tant to emphasize the extent to which they were seen as anticitizens, as
‘encmics rather than the members of the social compact.” As such they
were driven from Independence Day parades as ‘defilers’ “of the body

politic and driven_from their homes by So iberty and Minute
en. ¢ more powerless they became, the greater their supposed

potential to be used by the rich to make freemen unfree. Thus, it was
necessary to watch for the smallest signs of power among Blacks, and,
since Blacks were defenseless, it was easy to act on perceived threats. We
shall see this dynamic very much at work later in discussions of antebel-
lum race riots, but worth considering here are the vehement and usually
successful popular objections to any hint that Blacks could be freemen,
objections that at times also bolstered white workers’ labor market posi-
tions.
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In New York City, for example, the licensing of cartmen — a group that
had perhaps singularly come to define itself as a body of white freemen
even during colonial days — continued to be racially based. Though Irish
carters were at times licensed, over hot objections, a fully qualified Black
candidate found the chief magistrate unwilling to grant a license because
‘the populace would likely pelt him [the magistrate] ... when it became
known.’® In the brutal Columbia, Pennsylvania race riot of 1834
defenders of the white rioters modelled their appeal directly on the Dec-
laration of Independence, charging a plot by employers and abolitionists
to open new trades to Blacks, and ‘to break down the distinctive barrier
between the colors that the poor whites may gradually sink into the
degraded condition of the Negroes - that, like them, they may be slaves
and tools.” Though the animus was ostensibly directed toward the weak
Blacks and their designing manipulators, the fear that any change in the
status of Blacks could show white freedom to be illusory runs through the
document, and ‘colored freeholders’ were singled out for removal from
the borough.*

Much popularenergy was in fact expended to make the literal legal
title of freeman absolutely congruent with white adult maleness. In Rhode
Island in 1822 provision was made to let only ‘freemen’ vote and to allow
only whites to become freemen. But Rhode Island atypically barred many
poorer whites from voting, and a strongly artisan-based movement to ex-
pand the franchise matured in the mid-1830s. Seth Luther followed his
1832 Address to the Workingmen with an equally strong indictment of
Rhode Island’s ‘aristocratic’ voting system. The reform forces eventually
followed the leadership of the abolitionist attorney Thomas Dorr, but
they did not follow his racial liberalism. The Dorr forces’ People’s Con-
vention of 1841 not only adopted white manhood suffrage but over-
whelmingly rejected any attempt to make freemen and voters of Blacks,
despite pleas from Providence’s overwhelmingly working-class Black com-
munity and from the abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. If some
delegates made a considered decision that liberalization of the suffrage for

whites would be jeopardized by taking up racial issues, others cited a
simpler logic. One speaker explained that if Blacks could vote they could
also win election and ‘a nigger might occupy the chair where your honor
sits.” The rebellion of the Dorrites ended in defeat, in part because the
Black community rallied against the Dorr forces which had spurned them
and supported the conservative opposition to Dorr, strengthening loyal
militia units. In 1842, a new state constitution broadened the franchise to

whites but also to Blacks, who were rewarded for their opposition to
Dorr.%
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In Pennsylvania, suffrage for white males extended to all who were on
the tax roles, as an overwhelming proportion of white males were. How-
ever, the 1790 state constitution also left open the possibility of Blacks
voting and, despite intimidation and subterfuge, a few Blacks C'lid cast bal-
lots. In Philadelphia whites could brag to Alexis de Tocq‘uewue.m ,1831
that Blacks were effectively driven from the polls by ‘public opinion’, but
in other areas small numbers of Black votes were counted and, in 1837,
these ballots apparently turned the tide against Democratic cz}ndldates in
a county election. Any such exercise of Black power, symbghc or other—
wise, loomed as a tremendous threat in a state known for its race riots.
The 1837-38 constitutional convention featured protrac.tcd hearings on
the necessity of denying the franchise to Blacks.— hearings that almost
precisely coincided with the initial hearings on child lgbor and labor con-
ditions generally in Pennsylvania. The franchise heanngs and concurrent
court cases featured arguments holding that Per}nsylvanxa was traditdonal-
ly ‘a political community of white men exclusively’, that Black suffrage
and racial amalgamation were synonymous, and thz}t Black voters would
surely be manipulated by ‘evil forces’. Another rationale suggested h0\.¢v
thoroughly whiteness could undermine a sense of sel’f~rehant .repubh—
canism: if voting meant having to ‘jostle with negroes’, the wh}te falec—
torate would withdraw altogether. The courts, then the cgnsmmgnal
convention, and finally and resoundingly a referendum dlsfranchl_sed
Blacks. Technically the latter remained ‘freemen’, but the new constitu-
tion limited voting to ‘white freemen’.* .

The case of Pennsylvania illustrates the problem of applying the mu.ch—
debated term hervenvolk democracy to goals of the mihtanF popular racism
of the North. Herrenvolk democracy, used by the sociologist Pierre L. van
der Berghe to denote the ideology of ‘regimes like those of the United
States or South Africa that are democratic for the master race but tyran-
nical for the subordinate groups’, does partially describe the; coupling of
gains by poorer whites in political rights and the loss of r}ghts by free
Blacks during the early nineteenth century. But .subgrdlr'late gro}lllps,
notably ‘hirelings’, still existed among whites and, in sxtuz'atlons'sucd as
that in Pennsylvania in 1837 and 1838 racism was not effectively lmk}c; to
any significant social or political levelling among whites. The labor e};ar—
ings of the same years produced no action, for example. Rather than
levelling, there was a simple pushing down on the vulner‘able bottom
strata of society, even when there was htFle to be gained, Fxcep;
psychologically, from such a push. Since republicanism encouraged ez:ir 0t
plots between those above and those below against thfa 1r1.depenhe'3nl
producers, we should perhaps speak of a herrenvolk republicanism, which
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read African-Americans out of the ranks of the producers and then proved
more able to concentrate its fire downward on to the dependent and Black
than upward against the rich and powerful. Only sometimes was that
choice of targets effective, in the narrow sense that white supremacy was
popular and could be tied, as in New York or North Carolina, to political
gains for poorer whites. Hervenvolk republicanism had the advantage of
reassuring whites in a society in which downward social mobility was a
constant fear — one might lose everything but not whiteness. Like
republicanism generally, for all its talk about a white people’s government,
herrenvolk republicanism placed mainly negative demands on the state.
And berrenvolk republicanism could become an unconsidered habit, a
turning into the easiest of possible roads. Sometimes this was literally so,
as in the numerous antebellum riots that began with more controversial
targets and then settled into attacks on the Black community.*’

Plebeian goals could degenerate, for understandable though tragic
reasons, from a republican hatred of slavery to a republican disdain for
slaves and for free Blacks, and then to a mere racial pettiness that robbed
republicanism of'any remaining grandeur. Identifying oneself by negation
was a risky business. It was a long way down from Tom Paine to Huck
Finn’s Pap, who railed:

‘O, yes, this is a wonderful government, wonderful. Why, looky here. There
was a free nigger from Ohio - a mulatter, most as white as a white man. He had
the whitest shirt on you ever see, too, and the shiniest hat; ... and there ain’t a
man in that town that’s got as fine a clothes as what he had; ... And what do you
think? They said he was a fessor in a college, and could talk all kinds of lan-
guages, and knowed everything. And that ain’t the wust. They said he could voze
when he was at home. Well, that let me out. Thinks I, what is this country
acoming to? It was "lection day, and I was just about to go and vote myself if [
warn’t too drunk to get there; but when they told me there was a state where
they’d let that nigger vote, I drawed out. I says I'll never vote again.'
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White Slaves, Wage Slaves
and Free White Labor

In 1836, supporters of New York City’s journeymen tailors papereq the
city with handbills featuring a coffin. The tailors had just lost a conspiracy
case and with it their right to organize. The handbill encouraged. protest
and demanded redress in strong republican language familiar since the
Revolution. It appealed to ‘Freemen’ and to the power of ‘Mechanics and
workingmen’. But confidence that the cause of indepen.dence would
prevail was at an ebb. The coffin signified that the ‘L1berty ‘of the
workingmen [would] be interred!” at the sentencing of the tailors. Tyrant
masters’ had the upper hand, and the handbill’s authors made a direct
comparison that had been unthinkable even a decade before: ‘Freemen of
the North are now on a level with the slaves of the South.” o
The ‘coffin handbill’ shows both the new ease and the continuing
hesitancy with which white workers in Jacksonian America began to
describe themselves as slaves. Its unqualified North-South comparison 1s
most striking, but the document also suggests some of the ways in .whlc'h
white workers remained beyond comparison with slaves. The Whl,tCS, if
slaves, were also simultaneously ‘freemen’. If ‘tyrant muasters had
prevailed, according to one line of the handbill, another line set‘tled for’
invoking the fear of ‘would-be masters’. Nor was it clear that the ‘slavery
of the tailors was ‘wage slavery’. They were cast as slaves not because they
were ‘hirelings’ but because the state had deprived them o‘f the frc:.edor;ls
necessary for defending their rights. The emphasis on the ‘slavery’ of tt:) le
tailors in fact proved rather short-lived. After hearing Of, a more fav?r?u €
court decision in another conspiracy case upstate, ‘the journeymens ry
abated’.?
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