Free & Radical Labor
“The social changes wrought by the economic revolutions during the antebellum period had profound cultural and ideological ramification. New social organizations and institutions rooted in the sharpening divisions of the workplace gradually supplanted the close-knit social groups of the preindustrial past. As employer and employee drifted apart, each developed fresh outlooks by merging new concepts of political economics with redefinitions of older values. This ideological ferment produced the competing but not wholly antagonistic ideologies of free laborism and radicalism that would shape responses to the industrial revolution.” (47)

As the vestiges of the independent artisan were becoming less present in American society, former craftsmen like Tristam Burgess expressed the common sentiment that “the complete mechanic united scientific theory with practice… [and] perfected philosophy by experiment…is more a sage than Newton”. (47)

I. Classical Republicanism

A. Posed the enduring tension between the self and the market…between virtue and commerce.

B. The issue: subordination of self-interest for the good of the whole.

C. The ideal rich and the dependent poor were “parasites” living off the state and the labor of others. Denounced privilege
D. The role of government?
II. Adam Smith

--The challenges of ideological interpretation and selective adherence to ideological tenets:
1. support of competition, supply and demand and free labor

2. disregard labor theory of values, tariffs, incorporation, etc.

III. The Protestant Revival (The Second Great Awakening)

A. Progress and Industrial Morality

B. Requiring workers to attend church 

C. Temperance, literature, reading rooms, etc.

IV. Evolution of the Party System

A. Whigs

1. Merchants, manufacturers and well-to-do mechanics

2. Clay’s American System: tariffs, internal improvements, public schools, temperance, religion and centralized banking

3. Paternal Sympathy 

4. Corporate order as democratic

B. Democrats
1. Southern planters, subsistence farmers, struggling mechanics, immigrants

2. “Equal rights of all and social privileges for none”.

3. Denounced tariffs, corporate charters and internal improvements by the Federal government
V. The South

A. Free laborism vs. Slavery 

1. Slaves will help to enforce class peace

2. Nat Turner’s Rebellion forced slave owners to tighten the ropes

B. Should the South integrate manufacturing?

1. Cultural evolution vs. traditional morality

2. Political implications of manufacturing (increased role of government and challenge to the aristocrats)
C. Southern Black Free Labor

1. Blacks and whites often worked side by side (ex—the docks) but as the artisan market lost its stake, blacks were forced into more “nigger work”. The Frederick Douglass story illustrates this.

2. Mob action and race riots were a manifestation of the economic fears of whites (ex—Baltimore docks). “Racial violence helped destroy what remained of the black artisan class in both regions [South and North] by the 1850’s….the racial climate improved somewhat during the North in the 1850’s as the economy boomed” (62)

VI. The Journeyman

A. Is the journeyman a free laborer?

B. Competency vs. Wealth Accumulation

C. To what extent does the artisan tradition provide for social mobility?

1. Downward mobility of the artisan


-1840: 20% own their own shop


-1860: 10% own their own shop

2. Property ownership declined from 1820-1860

3. In short, from 1820-1860, artisan wages remained steady or declined in a time of long-term inflation. Their wages bought them less.
4. Women and Children go to work (textiles and outwork)
VII. The Rise of Radicalism
A. Politicized Labor Stood Against: imprisonment for debt, mandatory militia duty, use of prison labor, burdensome taxation, expanded public school systems

B. Case: Lowell workers strike against “The Grand plan of the proprietors to reduce females to dependence”.
C. “Factory Hands answered to overseers, bells and the compulsions of wage labor, to the gentler proddings of nature or the task system of farm work” (64)
D. 10 Hour Day Campaign (fee labor issue…)
E. Urban Journeymen adopt the a new economic language and critique of wage labor

1. worker ownership of the “means of production”

2. the impact of technology on unemployment and social inequality
3. Thomas Skidmore

a. Paine, Locke (“Life, Liberty and Property”) and The Bible (“in the sweat of the brow, thou shall eat bread.”)

b. Write a new constitution that would distribute land to all 21 year-old males. When he dies, the land would be reclaimed by the government and, if applicable, redistributed to his heirs.
c. Influence: The Homestead Act of 1860 (160 acres)

4. William Heighton

a. The labor theory of value (vs. Gods of Profit)
b. Made radicalism accessible through crafted speeches.

c. The paradox of want amidst plenty
d. The “accumulators” of 1776 pulled off a counter-revolution

e. Misdistribution of class-awareness and the “want of intelligence”

“Jacksonian radicals feared that ‘this system of individual interest and competition’, as Heighton called capitalism, neutralized its competition; it diminished upstanding producers to groveling dependents compelled to defer to their betters, and more troubling still, deadened sprits as it laid waste to craft skill. Impoverished workers were condemned to the monotony of repetitive tasks were at the risk of being drained of the inquisitive zeal and incentive for self-improvement” (70)

Note on Ideology: this radicalism should not be confused with socialism. Skidmore, Heighton, et al. respected private property, but looked to reevaluate distribution thereof.

Note the Limits: the radicalism of this era ignored issues of race and gender.
Note the Irony: radicals found hope in the devastation of the market revolution. 
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