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ADAPTING THE IMMIGRANT TO THE LINE:
AMERICANIZATION IN THE FORD FACTORY, 1914-1921

Americanization involved the social and cultural assimilation of immigrants into
the mainstream of American life. However, the process also constituted a unique,
and distinctly American, method for the resolution of a key industrial problem —
the problem of work-discipline and of the adjustment of new workers to the
factory environment. In the early twentieth century, the Ford Motor Company
established an Americanization program in order to adapt immigrant workers to
its new system of mass production. This paper will examine the Americanization
policies and practices of the Ford Sociological Department, a novel experiment in
welfare capitalism, and the Ford English School, an institution which taught
immigrant workers the English language. It will treat both institutions in relation
to the problem of the adaptation of an immigrant workforce to new conditions of
production.

For the most part, Americanization has not usually been the concern of labor or
industrial historians. Historians of Americanization have generally emphasized
the differences between American and immigrant cultures. Edward G. Hartmann,
the movement’s principal historian, examined the early Americanization
campaign from this perspective. According to his investigation, American middle-
class and business elites, ‘‘the intelligentsia, the educators and social workers, the
industrialists, and . . . business and civic groups,’’ were the leaders and
organizers of this ‘‘educative movement.”’ He concluded that:

the Americanization effort stressed the desirability of the rapid assimilation of the
millions of immigrants who had come to America during the pre-war decades,
through the attendance of the newcomers at special classes, lectures, and mass
meetings, where they might be instructed in the language, the ideals, and on the life
which had come to be accepted as the American way of life.

In this form, the Americanization campaign was voluntary, benevolent, and
educational. Nevertheless, when the programs emanated from within factory
gates, they had their darker side. The issue was not simply different national or
ethnic cultures, but also pre-industrial and industrial cultures, and even class
cultures. Americanization was an important movement for the adjustment of
immigrant workers to a new industrial environment and to American urban and
industrial conditions, not just to American society in the abstract.!

In recent years, historians have become more and more aware of the
importance of culture as a concept for the examination of the history of the
working class and industrialization. In their investigations of the original
eighteenth-century industrial Revolution, British historians first raised the idea of
culture as a significant dimension in the adaptation of workers to the new factory
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system. In his ground-breaking essay, Sidney Pollard noted that the new industrial
worker ‘‘entered a new culture as well as a new sense of direction . . . .”’
Preindustrial artisans, laborers, and peasants faced a strange and alien world in the
factory. In his brilliant outline of the cultural parameters of the new industrial
capitalism, E.P. Thompson detailed the cultural adjustment which modern forms
of production required. Utilizing the concepts of time-thrift and work-discipline,
he stressed that ‘‘the transition to mature industrial society entailed a severe
restructuring of working habits — new disciplines, new incentives, and a new
human nature upon which these incentives could bite effectively . . . .”” Other
British historians have continued this tradition and have delineated the cultural
boundaries of social class in industrial society.?

More recently, American historians have borrowed from and added to this new
body of work on working-class and industrial history. Under the strong influence
of Thompson, Herbert Gutman has examined the impact of preindustrial cultures
on an industrializing American society. He suggested that the continuous influx of
new workers from preindustrial and rural areas of Europe and American ¢‘brought
into industrial society ways of work and other habits and values not associated
with industrial necessities and the industrial ethos.”” In fact, he concluded that
‘“‘the changing composition of the American working class caused a recurrence of
the ‘preindustrial’ patterns of collective behavior usually associated with the early
phases of industrialization.”” In other words, American industrialization was
unique, because successive waves of immigrant workers continuously recreated
the conflict between preindustrial and industrial values and habits with each
generation of American workers. In addition to Gutman, David Montgomery has
explored the shop culture of industrial veterans fully acquainted with the regimen
of factory life and Daniel Rodgers has investigated the nature of the work ethic in
industrial America and the attitudes of workers toward factory 1 ife.3

All of this analysis suggests the critical importance of culture as a concept for
understanding working-class and industrial history. Indeed, the adaptation of a
new industrial workforce involved a complex matrix of interrelationships between
industrialization, social class, and culture. The new industrial worker needed a
new culture, i.e., a new set of attitudes, values, and habits, for his survival and for
his very existence in the factory and in industrial society. In the United States, the
Americanization movement sought to provide the necessary industrial culture for
immigrant workers in American factories. Imposed from above, it was a middle-
class industrial ethos for immigrant workers. While the Ford Americanization
program was unique in some of its elements, it typified the experiences of many
other American manufacturers and industrialists for the period.

Even before the development of the modern system of mass production, Ford
officials and managers proposed their industrial ethos to a predominantly German
and American workforce. For example, in 1908, the Ford Times provided a model
New Year’s resolution for Ford employees. ‘‘Of my own free will and accord, 1
sincerely covenant with myself,’’ the resolution began. It later continued:

To exalt the Gospel of Work, and get action here and now. To keep head, heart, and
hand so busy that I won’t have time to think about my troubles.

Because idlesness is a disgrace, low aim is criminal, and work minus its spiritual
quality becomes drudgery.

Over and over again, in anecdotes, homilies, and stories, Ford literature for
workers reiterated similar outlines of the American work ethic with the prospect
of upward mobility as a reward for patience, self-denial, and hard work. Later, as
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ADAPTING THE IMMIGRANT TO THE LINE 69

more and more immigrants streamed into the newly mechanized Highland Park
factory, the Ford Americanization program propounded similar socio-cultural
themes for the new workers.

Modern mass production profoundly altered the character of the Ford factory
and the Ford workforce. Developed from 1910 to 1914, the new methods and
techniques of production drastically diluted the skills necessary for factory
operations. Consequently, as the physical plant expanded to meet the growing
demand for the Model T Ford, thousands of unskilled Southern and Eastern
European immigrants swarmed into the Highland Park factory. By 1914, the Ford
Motor Company employed 12,880 workers and the overwhelming majority
(9,109) were foreign-born. The five largest nationality groups — Poles, Russians,
Romanians, Italians and Sicilians, and Austro-Hungarians — constituted a
majority of the workforce and came from the least industrialized areas of Europe.
Generally, American industrial leaders and factory managers rated these
nationalities low in their ‘‘racial efficiency,”” as they defined industrial skill and
efficiency in terms of work-habits and work-discipline. In addition, the immigrant
workers’ non-American styles and standards of living compounded the problems
of their preindustrial origins and preindustrial attitudes and habits. In their
homes, their neighborhoods, and their separate networks of economic, social, and
cultural interaction, immigrant workers maintained residues of their former
cultures and remained in isolation from the broader American society. Finally,
middle-class and other Americans believed that the isolation and autonomy of
immigrant communities generated alien and radical social philosophies.’

Ford officials, managers, and engineers expressed the most concern about the
immigrants’ poor and inefficient habits of work. These men, who used numbers
to measure the success of their highly coordinated productive operations, found
that productivity under actual factory conditions fell far short of anticipated levels
derived from ideal laboratory conditions. In the phraseology of period, they
discovered ‘‘the human element of production.”” Ford manager John R. Lee
recalled:

. we began to realize something of the relative value of men, mechanism, and
manufacturing, so to speak, and we confess that up to this time we believed . . . that
somehow or other the human element of our men were taken care of automatically
and needed little or no consideration.

In the new Ford factory, the rates of absenteeism and labor turnover steadily rose
with the completion of the new productive system. In 1913, “‘daily absences”
amounted to a staggering ten per cent of the entire workforce. This meant that an
average of from 1,300 to 1,400 workers were absent from their work stations each
day. For the same year, the rate of labor turnover reached a phenomenal 370 per
cent. In order to maintain a workforce of about 13,600 workers, the company
hired over 52,000 workers in the course of a year. The numbers indicated a
complete lack of work-discipline. Yet the new methods and techniques of
production required new and more severe forms of work discipline. It needed
workers more closely attuned to the coordinated regimen of the machines and
assembly lines. The preindustrial culture of immigrant workers had to be
restructured to meet the requirements of new and more sophisticated industrial
operations.

At this point, Ford inaugurated his grand experiment in welfare capitalism.
Announced in January 1914 and popularly known as the Five Dollar Day, it was
an ingenious profit-sharing scheme to induce Ford workers to alter their attitudes
and habits to meet the rigorous requirements of mass production. Under the Ford
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Profit Sharing Plan, the company divided an unskilled worker’s income into two
approximately equal parts — his wages and his profits. Each worker received his
wages for work done in the factory. But he received his profits, and, hence, the
Five Dollar Day, only when he met specific standards of productive efficiency and
specific standards and conditions of domestic life. The ‘‘work standard’’ for a
particular ,}'ob and the pace of the assembly line determined the standard of
efficiency.

In addition a new institution, the Ford Sociological Department, later named
the Ford Educational Department, examined the Ford worker’s domestic life and
attempted to elevate him and his family to a proper ‘‘American’’ standard of
living. Ford and his managers held the progressive notion that environment
shaped and molded men’s attitudes, values, and habits. Their new institution
sought to improve the worker’s home and neighborhood environment in order to
improve his ideas and behavior toward the factory. The Sociological Department
investigated each worker and interviewed his family, friends, and neighbors. If the
worker met specified requirements — ‘‘thrift, honesty, sobriety, better housing,
and better living generally” — he received the Five Dollar Day. If not, the
company withheld his profits and a Ford advisor periodically counselled on how to
mend his ways. If after six months, the worker did not raise himself to Ford
standards, the company discharged him.8

The Ford Profit Sharing Plan was deeply paternalistic. In this feature, it
captured the Progressive Era’s contradictory attitude toward the unskilled
immigrant worker. On the one hand, it attempted to assist the worker and to
elevate him to a better standard of life. On the other hand, it sought to manipulate
or to coerce the worker to match a preconceived ideal of that better life. John R.
Commons, the progressive labor historian, noted the double edged character of
the Ford program. The Ford plan, he reported, “‘is just old fashioned industrial
autocracy tempered by faith in human nature.”’ A benevolent end — the uplift of
the unskilled and unschooled immigrant worker — justified a manipulative and
coercive means.

From the very beginning, the Ford Profit Sharing Plan attempted to fit the
immigrant worker into its preconceived mold of the ideal American. An early
memorandum clarified the objectives of the Ford plan to a branch manager. ‘It is
our aim and object,”’ the Home Office noted, ‘‘to make better men and better
American citizens and to bring about a larger degree of comforts, habits, and a
higher plane of living among our employees . . . .”” Henry Ford expressed his
concern about non-American workers to an interviewer: ‘‘These men of many
nations must be taught the American ways, the English language, and the right
way to live.”” He then elaborated on the ‘“‘right”’ life for the foreign-born worker.
Married men ‘‘should not sacrifice family rights, pleasure, and comfort by filling
their homes with roomers and boarders.”’ Single men should live ‘‘comfortably
and under conditions that make for good manhood and good citizenship.”” A
company report on progress among immigrant workers noted that the Ford ideal
was to create ‘‘a comfortable and cozy domesticity.”10

In its literature for workers, the Ford Motor Company repeatedly advised them
where and how to live. A pamphlet pointed toward ‘‘right”’ living conditions:

Employees should live in clean, well conducted homes, in rooms that are well
lighted and ventilated. Avoid congested parts of the city. The company will not
approve, as profit sharers, men who herd themselves into overcrowded boarding
houses which are menaces to their health . . . .
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ADAPTING THE IMMIGRANT TO THE LINE 71

Do not occupy a room in which one other person sleeps, as the company is anxious
to have its employees live comfortably, and under conditions that make for
cleanliness, good manhood, and good citizenship.

Ford and his managers deeply believed that tenement life in the immigrant
neighborhoods of the city polluted body and soul. They also considered physical
and moral cleanliness important attributes for work in modern industrial society.
A clean home reduced the chances for illness and absenteeism. A clean mind
provided the sound foundation for the construction of good work habits.!!

The Ford Sociological Department even extended its interest and attention to
the children of immigrant workers. It prescribed a strong dose of Victorian
morality for them in order to promote and develop good bodies and souls.
““Choose a home,”’ a pamphlet advised:

where ample room, good wholesome surroundings, will enable the children to get the
greatest benefit possible from play, under conditions that will tend to clean helpful
ideas, rather than those likely to be formed in the streets and alleys of the city.

Particularly in adolescence, young men and women ‘‘should be guarded well, and
not allowed to contract habits and vices injurious to their welfare and health.”12

S.S. Marquis, who headed the Ford Sociological Department, recalled Ford’s
own reason for this concern about the morality of children. ‘‘By underpaying
men,”’ Ford told the Episcopalian minister:

we are bringing up a generation of children undernourished and underdeveloped
morally as well as physically; we are breeding a generation of workingmen weak in
body and mind, and for that reason bound to prove inefficient when they come to
take dheir places in industry.

The good worker was both physically fit to perform his tasks in the factory and
morally fit to perform these tasks diligently.!3

Often, Ford’s paternalistic advice on the care of the home and family contained
overt manifestations of middle-class arrogance towards the new immigrant
workers. In one instance, a Ford pamphlet advised:

Employees should use plenty of soap and water in the home, and upon their children,
bathing frequently. Nothing makes for right living and health so much as cleanliness.
Notice that the most advanced people are the cleanest.

Again, the advice cut in two directions. On the one hand, health and cleanliness
were important for immigrant workers. On the other hand, the assumption was
that lower classes were generally unclean. Indeed, these sentiments typified
upper- and middle-class American attitudes towards Southern and Eastern
European immigrants.!4

Boris Emmett examined the Ford Profit Sharing Plan for the U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics. He discovered a class and ethnic bias in the administration of the
Ford program. Although the rules and standards of the plan were ‘‘strictly
applied,” he reported that the ‘‘rigidity of application’’ depended on *‘the specific
character of the group of employees concerned.”” Overall, the Sociological
Department and its investigators tended to favor the life-style and the culture of
American workers and office employees. ‘“The company,”” Emmett wrote, ‘‘pays
very little attention to the manner of life, etc., of their office employees.”” It
believed that ‘‘the employees of the commercial and clerical occupations, who
mostly are native Americans with some education, need not be told how to live
decently and respectably.”” Consequently, the Ford welfare program concerned
‘““chiefly the manual and mechanical workers, many of whom are of foreign bith
and unable to speak the English language.”’!’
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Additionally, the instructions to the Ford investigators indicated that even
American factory workers received preferential treatment. For example, as part of
the sociological investigation, the worker who lived with a woman had to furnish
proof of marriage. Yet, ‘‘especially in American homes,’’ the company left ‘‘the
question to the discretion of the investigator.”’ If the worker lived in an exemplary
American home environment, he need not embarass the worker with this
question. He simply assumed marriage. “‘If it is the opinion of the investigator,”
the instructions noted, ‘‘that the surroundings and the atmosphere of the home
are such as to be above reflecting suspicion on the marriage relation, it is not
necessary to obtain documentary proof.’’1®

In 1915, several Ford investigators wrote a number of ‘‘Human Interest”
stories and other reports to describe the Sociological Department’s welfare work
among Ford workers. Two of these Horatio Alger style stories told how Southern
and Eastern European immigrant workers met their good fortune in the form of
the Five Dollar Day. One story involved a Russian immigrant and his family; the
other a Turkish workman. While certainly not the average or typical Ford
sociological case, the stories served as models for the work of Ford investigators
and as examples of Ford welfare to the general public.!”

F.W. Andrews, a Ford investigator, wrote his story on Joe, a former peasant,
his wife, and their six children. Three years earlier, they left Russia for the United
States. ‘‘Life was an uphill struggle for Joe since landing in America,”” Andrews
reported. However, he had a positive trait — his willingness to work hard. ‘‘He
was a willing worker and not particular about the kind of employment he
secured.”’ In the recent past, he dug sewers and worked as an agricultural laborer.
When work ran out, he moved to Detroit with his family. ‘‘And here,”” Andrews
noted, ‘‘for five long months he tramped with the ‘Army of the Unemployed’ —
always handicapped by his meager knowledge of the English language, and was
unable to find anything te do.”” As a result, his wife bore the ‘‘burden of
supporting the family.”” She ‘‘worked at the washtub or with the scrubbing brush
when such work could be found.”

Fortunately, the tale continued, Joe applied for and received a job at the Ford
factory. After the company hired him, Andrews went to Joe’s home to determine
his eligibility for the Ford Five Dollar Day. The scene could have been from a
Dickens novel. He discovered ‘‘an old, tumbled down, one and a half story frame
house.” The family’s apartment, Andrews related, ‘‘was one half of the attic
consisting of three rooms, which were so low that a person of medium height
could not stand erect — a filthy, foul-smelling hole.”’ It had virtually no furniture,
only “two dirty beds . . . , aragged filthy rug, a rickety table, and two bottomless
chairs (the five children standing up at the table to eat).”” The family led a
precarious hand-to-mouth existence and ate only when the wife earned enough to
purchase food for the evening meal. They owed money to the landlord, the grocer,
and the butcher. The oldest daughter went to a charity hospital a few days earlier.
The wife and the other five children “‘were half clad, pale, and hungry looking.”

This scene of poverty and misery set the Sociological Department’s paternalistic
programs into motion. Through special arrangements, the pay office issued Joe’s
wages each day instead of every two weeks. The company provided him with an
immediate loan from its charity fund for ‘‘the family’s immediate start toward
right living.”” However, the investigator, and not Joe, took the fifty-dollar loan
and paid the bills and rented a cottage. He also purchased inexpensive furniture
and kitchen utensils, provisions, and cheap clothes for the wife and children.
(Andrews reported that he bought *‘a liberal amount of soap’’ and gave the family
““‘instructions to use freely.’”)
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ADAPTING THE IMMIGRANT TO THE LINE 73

After Andrews arranged for this initial assistance for Joe and his family, a
remarkable ritual followed. The Ford investigator:

. . . had their dirty, old, junk furniture loaded on a dray and under the cover of night
moved them to their new home. This load of rubbish was heaped in a pile in the back
yard, and a torch was applied and it went up in smoke.

There upon the ashes of what had been their earthly possessions, this Russian
peasant and his wife, with tears streaming down their faces, expressed their gratitude
to Henry Ford, the FORD MOTOR COMPANY, and all those who had been
instrumental in bringing about this marvelous change in their lives.

In this ritual of fire, an old life went up in smoke as Joe and his family testified to
their loyalty to Henry Ford.

In time, the children were well dressed and clean. They attended public school.
The wife wore “‘a smile that ‘won’t come off.””’ Joe soon regaid his loan and
expected ‘‘to soon have a saving for the inevitable ‘rainy day.’ »1

Another investigator, M.G. Torossian, reported on the case of Mustafa, a
young Turkish worker. He also was a former peasant. In his homeland, Mustafa
“‘was the sole help of his father in the field.”’ Nevertheless, he had positive virtues
and the potential for right living even in an industrial job. ‘“‘Young Mustafa,”
Torossian related, ‘‘unlike his race, who mostly wander in the mountains and
make money quickly robbing others, had a natural intuition for an honest living.”’
He learned about ‘this land of wealth and happiness’’ from friends, left his young
wife and child with his parents, and went to Canada. Again, through friends, he
learned about work with the Ford Motor Company. He came to Detroit and
obtained work in the Ford factory before the announcement of the Five Dollar
Day.

As in the case of so many other Southern and Eastern European workers,
Mustafa lived in an immigrant boarding house. Torossian noted that he lived
“‘with his countrymen in the downtown slums in a squalid house . . . .”
However, even in this atmosphere, Mustafa demonstrated his abilities and his
potential to change and to live in accordance with American standards. The Ford
investigator pointed out that ‘‘he used to wash his hands and feet five times a day,
as part of their religion before praying.”” But even in his native religion, the
Turkish worker learned and accepted American social and cultural norms. In
America, he only prayed three times a day. ‘“This,”’ said Torossian, ‘‘was
modified from five times a day washing on account of time being too valuable.”

With the announcement of the Five Dollar Day, Mustafa’s ‘‘almost
unimaginable dream came true.”” At first, he did not receive the ‘‘big money,”
because he did not speak English and did not comprehend ‘‘his trouble.”” Among
other things, the investigator ‘‘advised [him] to move to a better locality.”” The
Turkish worker even demonstrated his initiative and ‘‘voluntarily took out his
first naturalization papers.”’ In the end, he too received the Ford Five Dollar Day.

With the prospect of doubling his income, Mustafa readily abandoned his
traditional customs and values for American ones. Torossian concluded:

.. . Today has put aside his national red fez and praying, no baggy trousers anymore.
He dresses like an American gentlemen, attends the Ford English School and has
banked in the past year over $1,000.00. Now he is anxious to send for his young wife
and child to bring her to America and to live happily through the grace of Mr. Henry
Ford.

Moreover, the Turkish worker also dutifully expressed his gratitude for Ford’s
paternalism. Torossian related Mustafa’s words: ‘‘Let my only son be sacrificed
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for my boss (Mr. Ford) as a sign of my appreciation for what he has done for me.
May Allah send my boss Kismet.”’!?

Against these uplifting cases, a single and revealing incident demonstrated the
motives of the company’s concern for the ways in which immigrant traditions
affected industrial efficiency. In January 1914, a few days after its impressive
gesture — the announcement of the Five Dollar Day — the Ford Motor Company
dismissed ‘‘between eight and nine hundred Greeks and Russians, who remained
from work on a holiday celebration.”” The holiday happened to be Christmas.
Using the Julian calendar, the Greek and Russian Orthodox Christian workers
celebrated Christmas thirteen days later than the rest of the Ford workforce. As
justification for this large-scale dismissal, which amounted to about six per cent of
the Ford workforce, a Ford official stated that ‘‘if these men are to make their
home in America they should observe American holidays.”” The absence of this
many workers disrupted production in the mechanized Highland Park plant. It
causes too much confusion in the plant,” the official concluded, ‘. . . when
nearly a thousand men fail to appear for work.”’20

The Ford English School extended the Ford Americanization program into the
classroom. Its exclusive concern was the Americanization of the immigrant
worker and his adaptation to the Ford factory and to urban and industrial society.
In the English School, as adult immigrant workmen struggled to learn and to
comprehend the strange sounds of a new language, they also received the
rudiments of American culture. In particular, they learned those habits of life
which resulted in good habits of work. In 1916, S.S. Marquis defended the
objectives of the Ford educational program before an audience of American
educators. The Ford English School, he noted, ‘‘was established especially for the
immigrants in our employ.’’ It was one part of a total program to adapt men to the
new factory system. ““The Ford School,”” he reported:

provides five compulsory courses. There is a course in industry and efficiency, a
course in thrift and economy, a course in domestic relations, one in community
relations, and one in industrial relations.

Later, using the Ford factory as a metaphor for the entire educational program, he
added:

This is the human product we seek to turn out, and as we adapt the machinery in the
shop to turning out the kind of automobile we have in mind, so we have constructed
our educational system with a view to producing the human product in mind.

The Ford managers and engineers devised a system wherein men were the raw
materials which were molded, hammered, and shaPed ito products which had the
proper attitudes and habits for work in the factory.2

In April 1914, the Ford Motor Company called upon Peter Roberts, a Young
Men’s Christian Association educator, to develop a program of English language
instructor for immigrant workers in the Highland Park factory. In 1909, as the
result of his activities among immigrant coal miners in Pennsylvania, Roberts
published a preparatory course of English language instruction, English for Coming
Americans. This course provided a complete package of materials to teach the basic
elements of the English language. The core of the program centered around a
Domestic, a Commercial, and an Industrial Series of lessons. Each series applied
the English language to different aspects of the immigrant worker’s life. This
Roberts2 2package formed the basis of language instruction in the Ford English
School.
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The Domestic Series provided specific English lessons for the immigrant
worker in his role as the head of an ‘‘American’’ family unit. This series, Roberts
explained, identified ‘‘the experiences common to all peoples reared in the
customs of western civilization.”” The ten lessons included such topics as ‘‘Getting
Up in the Morning,” ‘‘Table Utensils,” ‘“The Man Washing,”’ and ‘“Welcoming a
Visitor.”?3

The Commercial Series supplied the immigrant worker with the vocabulary to
serve in his role as a consumer. In particular, it attempted to break the economic
power of immigrant bosses, who sold goods and services, who served as
employment, travel, and shipping agents, and who functioned as bankers in the
immigrant neighborhoods. Moreover, the lessons emphasized and encouraged
the virtues of thrift and property ownership, which created stable and reliable
citizens. ‘‘These lessons,’’ Roberts noted:

describe the acts which foreigners in a strange land daily perform. When they are
mastered the pupils will be able to transact their business outside the narrow circle of
places controlled by men conversant with their language.

The lessons intended to make the immigrant worker a consumer of American
goods and services from American merchants. In this series, the subject matter
included ‘“‘Buying and Using Stamps,”” ‘‘Pay Day,” ‘‘Going to the Bank,”
‘‘Buying a Lot,”” *‘Building a House.”

Finally, the Industrial Series provided flexible lessons to meet the immigrant
worker’s needs as a producer in the factory. The aim of this series was ‘‘to meet
the need of thousands who have common experience in industrial life.”” Here, the
lessons included ‘‘Beginning the Day’s Work,”” ‘‘Shining Shoes,” ‘‘A Man
Looking for Work,”” and “‘Finishing the Day’s Work.”’?

The lessons in each series had characteristically prosaic titles. And, indeed, the
lessons provided helpful and useful information for the immigrant worker.
Nevertheless, each lesson contained specific social and cultural norms for life in
urban and industrial America. Ford workers learned the value of time in their
personal and working lives. They learned the importance of cleanliness and
health. The learned self-discipline through regular habits of saving and work. The
learned to invest in and to purchase property and to become responsible citizens.
These positive virtues — timeliness, cleanliness, thrift, self-discipline, regularity,
and citizenship — represented the Ford, and generally the American middle-class,
ideal for remaking former European peasants into reliable and efficient factory
workers. The English language was an important means for the adaptation of
immigrant workers to the regimen and the discipline of the mechanized factory.

As part of its instructional program, the Ford English School also taught
immigrant workers not to offend their social betters in their manner and their
behavior. For this reason, table manners and etiquette were important parts of the
curriculum. “‘Last, but not least,”” S.S. Marquis reported, ‘‘must be mentioned
our professor of table manners who with great dramatic art teaches the use of
napkins, knife and fork and spoon.”” The Ford instructor taught the immigrant
worker ‘‘the art of eating a meal in a manner that will not interfere with the
appetite of the other fellow.”” In addition, Marquis continued: ‘“We also have a
professor of etiquette, such as is required for the ordinary station in life.”
Moreover, Ford English instructors expected their students to dress properly for
the classes. ‘“A by-product of the classes,”” a report noted, ‘‘was a rise in the
‘standard of living’ by making men conscious of their personal appearance.’
Instead of going directly from work to school, the instructors required that ‘‘class
members first go home, wash, and change clothes.”’26
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In 1919, Clinton C. DeWitt, the Director of the Ford English School, defended
the Ford system of industrial Americanization with its practical teachers from the
shop floor before an unfriendly audience of American educators. He argued that
‘‘a real live American born man, who is a leader among the fellows of his
department” would make ‘‘in a short time out of Europe’s downtrodden and
outcasts, good Americans.”’ He also catalogued the advantages of the industrial
teacher:

. . . both teacher and student have so many things in common. He works for the
same employer, he works the same hours, he has the same pay day, he has the same
environment, he has the same legal holidays, he refers to the same head office, the
same pay office, the same superintendent’s office, the same safety department, the
same Americanization school. The main doorway, the different buildings, and all the
printed signs are thoroughly common to teacher and student.

From DeWitt’s perspective, the factory hierarchy facilitated instruction. The
foreman, the natural leader in his shop, instructed his subordinates in the English
language, American values and customs, and Ford shop practices.

In 1915, Oliver J. Abell, an industrialist journalist, praised Ford’s ‘‘benevolent
paternalism”’ in industry. He maintained that the ‘‘greater must care for'the less.”
Furthermore, he continued:

We provide schools for the child. Instruction and discipline are compulsory, and it is
well. But we forget that measured in the great scale of knowledge, there are always
children and grownups, pupils and teachers, and age is nothing.

Here, Abell captured the essence of Ford paternalism and of the relationship
between dominant and subordinate groups in American society. Superiors
considered their inferiors — Blacks, servants, women, and even workers — as no
more than children. Indeed, the Ford immigrant worker was no more than a child
to be socialized, in this case, Americanized, to the reigning social and cultural
norms of American society.

S.S. Marquis, the liberal clergyman, explained how the company coerced
workers into attending their English lessons. ‘‘Attendance,’” he reported:

is virtually compulstory. If a man declines to go, the advantages of the training are
carefully explained to him. If he still hesitates, he is laid off and given uninterrupted
meditation and reconsideration. When it comes to promotion, naturally preference is
given to the men who have cooperated with us in our work. This, also, has its effect.

In the early twentieth century, Ford officials duplicated the disciplinary patterns
which early industrialists utilized in eighteenth-century England. The carrot and
the stick rewarded or punished the worker as though he were an errant child.?®

Gregory Mason, a strong advocate of Americanization programs, questioned
‘‘the grotestquely exaggerated patriotism in the Ford plant.”” In the course of the
English lessons, ‘‘the pupils are told to ‘walk to an American blackboard, taken a
piece of American chalk, and explain how the American workman walks to his
American home and sits down with his American family to their good American
dinner.””” “‘The first thing we teach them to say,”” Marquis related, ‘‘is ‘I am a
good American,’ and then we try to get them to live up to that statement.”” “Itisa
very common thing,”’ DeWitt noted, ‘‘to have a fellow born in Austria yell to a
teacher passing by, ‘We are all good Americans!’”’ In this period, Ford and other
employers began to give good citizenship and Americanism their own definition.
A Ford pamphlet noted:
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Automatically, upon graduation, the English school alumni become members of
the American Club. At weekly meetings they practice speaking, reading, debating,
and discuss points of history, civil government, and national problems of current
interest.

By the end of the First World War, Americanism countered those social and
economic philosophies which threatened managerial prerogatives of production,
namely Bolshevism, socialism, and even trade unionism.

The mass ritual of graduation was the most spectacular aspect of
Americanization in the Ford factory. Ford English School graduates underwent a
symbolic ritual which marked the transformation from immigrant to American.
DeWitt describes the ceremony as:

a pageant in the form of a melting pot, where all men descend from a boat scene
representing the vessel on which they came over; down the gangway . . . into a pot
15 feet in diameter and 7-1/2 feet high, which represents the Ford English School. Six
teachers, three on either side, stir the pot with ten foot ladles representing nine
months of teaching in the school. Into the pot 52 nationalities with their foreign
clothes and baggage go and out of the pot after vigorous stirring by the teachers
comes one nationality, viz, American.

Marquis enriched this image and emphasized the conformity of the one
nationality: ‘‘Presently the pot began to boil over and out came the men dressed in
their best American clothes and waving Americn flags.3!

Following this pageant, teachers and community leaders gave speeches which
praised the virtues of American citizenship. When the graduation ceremony
ended, all went on ‘‘a trip to some park, where American games are played by
teachers and students for the rest of the day.”” In the evening, the company
rewarded its volunteer teachers for their time and their efforts. It held ‘‘an
entertainment and banquet for the volunteer instructors and their wives. The
expense, of course, being paid by the company.”” At this celebration, DeWitt
reported, ‘‘the teachers meet with Mr. Ford and other high officials of the
company, and a great spirit of one for all and all for one predominates the entire
evening.”’

Americanization in the Ford factory was important for a number of reasons.
First, the Ford programs touched the lives of tens of thousands of Ford workers in
its effort to influence those institutions which shaped working-class culture — the
home, the neighborhood, and the factory. From 1914 to 1917, Ford statistics,
derived from the reports of sociological investigators, revealed that bank
accounts, home and property ownership, neighborhoods, home conditions, and
habits of Ford workers either increased or improved. In addition, from 1915 to
1920, the company reported that some 16,000 workers graduated from the Ford
English School. Moreover, statistics indicated that while 35.5 per cent of the
workforce did not speak English in 1914, only 11.7 per cent did not speak the
language in 1917. Second, the Ford Americanization programs indirectly captured
the American imagination in the prewar years. They served as the model for a
city-wide Americanization campaign in Detroit. And, in 1915, Detroit in turn
became the model for the National Americanization Day Committee and its
national campaign for the assimilation of immigrants into American society.

Finally, Ford was neither alone nor entirely unique in its attempt to adapt
immigrant workers to factory and industrial life. In fact, American industrial
leaders and managers developed a new and different strategy for the management
of an immigrant workfoce in this period. Whereas the traditional managerial
practice divided ethnic groups and played their national and cultural rivalries
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against one another, the new one emphasized conformity with American social,
cultural, and industrial values. During the First World War, as manufacturers and
managers became increasingly apprehensive about aliens in their midst, they
viewed Americanization as a means to remake immigrant workers into their
image of efficient and productive American workers. Through cooperative efforts
with industry, Peter Roberts and other Y.M.C.A. educators established programs
which employed thousands of instructors and taught tens of thousands of foreign
workers. And, in the postwar labor upsurge, industrial leaders considered
Americanization as the cure for the ills of industrial society. In 1919, George F.
Quimby, the keynote speaker of the National Conference on Americanization in
Industries, emphasized that the conference should be ‘‘based on the fundamental
principles of American life — a sound social order.”” In 1920, Peter Roberts gave
citizenship a broad social and economic definition. ‘‘Good citizenship,’’ he noted,
‘“means each one in his sphere keeping busy, doing honest work, and contributing
to the sum total of wealth for the support of the nation.”’3*

In the end, Ford paternalism failed, and, perhaps, even proved irelevant. Its
success rested on the monetary incentive of the Five Dollar Day. Even for
unschooled immigrants, money, and not patronizing benevolence, talked in the
industrial age. Wartime economic conditions undermined the Ford high income
policy. As the new methods of production rapidly diffused to Detroit’s other
automobile and machine shops, Ford lost the technological and financial
advantage over its competitors. In addition, a severe war-induced inflation eroded
the incentive of the Five Dollar Day. Gradually, the company shifted the
differential between wages and profits. Wages became a larger and larger
proportion of the worker’s income. In 1914, approximately 50 per cent of the
unskilled worker’s income was profits; in 1918, only 20 per cent. In 1919, Ford
established the Six Dollar Day in order to maintain an adequate incentive.
However, at the time, it needed a Ten Dollar Day to provide the same incentive as
in 1914. For all practical purposes, the Ford welfare programs began their decline
in the post-war period. In the recession of 1920 to 1921, the company faced a
serious financial crisis as loans for the River Rouge expansion came due. The
Ford enterprises underwent a ruthless phase of cost-cutting and officials
terminated the sociological and Americanization programs. Through the 1920s,
the hard-nosed and pragmatic production managers gained control of and directed
Ford personnel relations.

After the First World War, American society demanded a more rigid social,
cultural, and political conformity from its members. For immigrant and other
American workers, the war marked a transition from the reform-minded
“‘Progressive Era” to the tougher ‘‘Lean Years.”” Other societal institutions took
up the crusade for Americanization. With the Red Scares of 1919 and 1920 and
with state criminal syndicalism legislation, the federal and state governments
delineated the boundaries of political tolerance for immigrant radicals. In the post-
war period, local public school systems became the principal agents for the
adaptation of immigrants to American industrial society. The American Legion
and other patriotic organizations preached their vision of the American social
order. The Inter-Racial Council used its influence over advertisers to direct the
foreign-language press to stress American values and ideals. The Americanism
Committee of the Motion Picture Industry utilized the tremendous popular appeal
of the new medium to produce films on American themes for immigrants. And, in
1921 and 1924, restrictive federal legislation limited the number of new
immigrants and reduced the dimension of the problem of assimilation. As a result
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of these and other activities, employers no longer needed to pay so much
attention to the Americanization of immigrant workers. Some directed more time
and energy towards the scientific examination of the human element of
production. Others, like Ford, shifted their attention towards some variation of
the American Plan and its more repressive and intransigent factory
environment.3

Despite the brevity of the Ford Americanization program and aside from its
undoubted impact on some workers, the program offers a most interesting insight
into the managerial mentality for an important period in the development of the
American workforce. It draws attention to Gutman’s conclusion that American
industrialization involved a series of wave-like adaptations to changing factory
conditions. In efforts such as Ford’s, entrepreneurs and managers revived and
suitably restyled the earlier industrial strategies for new industrial situations. For
example, Ford and his managers utilized the classic forms of industrial discipline
for the adaptation of immigrant workers — ‘‘the proverbial stick, the proverbial
carrot, and thirdly, the attempt to create a new ethos of work, order and
obedience.”” The relatively modern Ford program followed patterns which Sidney
Pollard and Reinhard Bendix described for late eighteeenth- and early nineteenth-
century England and which Peter Stearns described for nineteenth-century
France. The Bendix schema of successive managerial ideologies suggests in fact
that altered forms of the earliest, the theory of dependence, and the latest, the
human relations a7pproach, were coexisting in the Ford factory in the early
twentieth century.?

Perhaps the most significant feature of the Ford Americanization program was
its failure and eventual termination. It signalled a halt to a manipulative and
optimistic approach in favor of a tougher and conflict-oriented approach to the
problem of labor relations. In the end, this may have been more realistic, because
management meant the control of the factory workforce, and the conflict that
dominance generated could not be entirely glossed over. Real worker adaptations,
in fact, differed considerably from the outdated patterns of the Americanization
program. As preindustrial immigrants and industrial veterans intermingled in the
shop, they often created their own attitudes and modes of behavior for urban and
industrial life. Even green immigrant hands readily acquired a taste for the
American worker’s high standard of living and quickly learned the importance of
the monetary incentive to achieve it. At the same time, a class dimension
developed as more experienced workers taught their less experienced workmates
the rules of the game on the shop floor. Management could not use
Americanization to create a fully malleable workforce.

In 1920, Myron W. Watkins, a poltical economist, who donned worker’s
clothing and who worked in Detroit’s automobile factories, related a revealing
incident. He reported that ‘“dissatisfaction was well-nigh universal’’ and described
one of ‘‘[s]cores of incidents.”” In one auto factory, fifteen minutes before quitting
time, the entire shop slackened the pace, put away tools, and removed aprons ‘‘in
preparation for an instantaneous getaway at the first stroke of the gong.”” ““Irish,”
a Russian-born shopmate, inspected an almost finished batch of carburetor
valves. Instead of completing the batch, he fumbled ‘‘over one piece so as not to
draw the attention of the foreman to his idleness.”” Watkins asked: ‘“Why not
finish up the job tonight?”’ The Russian industrial veteran replied: ‘“‘Why finish
it? It do no good. You never get all those boxes cleared off the floor. As soon as
you finish one box, they bring ‘nother down. Don’t hurry. You never get done
anyway.”’

University of Wisconsin — Milwaukee Stephen Meyer
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FOOTNOTES

The author wishes to thank Margo Conk, Nathan Miller, David Montgomery, Carl Torgoff
and Peter Stearns for their reading of and comments on this paper.
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