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An End to Capitalism: 
Leland Stanford's Forgotten Vision 

by Lee Altenberg 

Buried in the stacks of the Stanford Uni­
versity Archives is a secret about Stanford's 
history that has been kept for decades. It is 
not the kind of secret that needed anyone 
to keep it hidden; rather, it is a piece of 
history that our society, by the very nature 
of its development over the last 100 years, 
was likely to erase from its transmitted 
memory. 

During the final decade of Leland 
Stanford's life, the period in which he 
founded Stanford University and served as 
United States Senator, he was possessed by 
a vision. Stanford advocated an end to 
capitalism, not through the "seizure of State 
power" as Marx advocated, but through 
the steady replacement of corporations by 
worker-owned cooperatives. 

Stanford introduced several bills as 
United States Senator to give cooperatives 
the necessary legal structure and sources of 
credit in order to flourish, and in founding 
Stanford University as a memorial to his 
late son, Leland Stanford, Junior, he made 
the cooperative vision "a leading feature 
lying at the foundation of the Univer­
sity."1 Yet he succeeded in none of these 
endeavors; his bills never made it out of 
committee, and his vision for Stanford 
University was not only left unrealized, but 
has been entirely forgotten from the 
University's collective memory, so thor­
oughly that not even during the recent 
celebrations of the University's Centen­
nial has there been the slightest mention of 
Stanford's cooperative vision.2 

This historical chasm presents a host of 
mysteries: Why was this component of 
Stanford University's charter never imple­
mented? How did this aspect of the 
University's heritage become erased from 

its memory? And perhaps most interesting 
of all, how did Leland Stanford, the great 
railroad "Robber Baron," the wealthiest 
man in the U.S. Senate, come to believe 
and advocate that the corporate system of 
American industry should be replaced by a 
cooperative system? This article will ex­
plore the material that brings these ques­
tions to the fore. 

Stanford's Cooperative Vision 

The vision of direct worker ownership 
of industry was, from the onset of the 
Industrial Revolution, one of the solutions 
that labor activists considered for ending 
the corporate exploitation of labor and its 
growing domination of society.3 The co­
operative vision, including also consumer 
and marketing cooperatives, reached its 
apex as the foundation of a democratic 
mass movement during the Populist era,4 
the period in which Leland Stanford 
founded Stanford University and served as 
United States Senator. 

Little information is available regard­
ing how Stanford was introduced to the co­
operative vision. He made these general 
remarks in a newspaper interview in 1887: 
"The great advantage to labor arising out of 
co-operative effort has been apparent to 

me for many years. From my earliest ac­
quaintance with the science of political 
economy, it has been evident to my mind 
that capital was the product of labor, and 
that therefore, in its best analysis there 
could be no natural conflict between capi-
tal and labor, ... between effort and the 
result of effort .... Keeping this fundamen-
tal principle in view, it is obvious that the 
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seeming antagonism between capital and 
labor is the result of deceptive appearance. 
I have always been fully persuaded that, 
through co-operation, labor could become 
its own employer."s 

There may have been some key per­
sonal experiences, however, that Stanford 
claimed as the inspiration for his coopera­
tive vision. At age 28 Stanford headed out 
alone to California to join his brothers in 
the Gold Country, his wife, Jane, staying 
behind with her parents in Albany, New 
York, at their insistence. He spent three 
years in Eldorado County running a hard-

ware business for the gold miners. It was 
with these miners that he saw cooperation 
first-hand as an organizing force. In a 
newspaper interview about his Senate bill 
on cooperatives he recounted his days with 
the Argonauts. 

Stanford told the interviewer, "in a very 
alert and bright state of society people 
learn co-operation by themselves, but in 
older and quieter conditions of laboring 
enterprise, such a bill as I propose will 
point out the way to mutual exertion. You 
may not remember that we flumed most of 
the streams of California; a ditch was dug 
alongside of the river, and very often a 
tunnel had to be made through rock to 
carry this water on, so that the bed of the 
stream could be left dry and the gold taken 
out of it. Now, all these flumes were made 
by co-operation, without there being any 
law. Generally four or six men would unite 
to do this work; if there were four, three of 
them worked at the tunnel and flumes, 
while the fourth went off to a distance and 
got wages, so that he could supply them 
with food. In that way the workers were 
kept alive by one man's wages, and he, in 
his tum, got his proportion of all gold taken 

From this room in the Stanford's Nob Hill mansion, Leland Stanford told the 
Trustees in his first meeting with them that the principles of cooperation "will 
be found the greatest lever to elevate the mass of humanity, and laws should be 
formed to protect and develop co-operative associations." 
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out of the bed of the stream." 
"That must have been a high condition 

of society," the interviewer said, "for mere 
laborers?" 

"Oh, yes," replied Stanford. "I do not 
think there ever will be anything like it 
again. There were several hundred thou­
sand young men finding out for themselves 
the way to conquer nature and fortune; 
their systems of doing things, derived from 
necessity and aided by their intelligence, 
were the highest manifestations of self­
government ever made in so short a time."6 

It seems there was a remarkable social 
phenomenon going on in those hills that 
had a lasting impact on Stanford. And if it 
was here that his cooperative vision was 
sown, it confirms the tenet that it is the 
direct experience of cultural alternatives 
that leads people to "a new way of looking 
at society."7 

Stanford pursued three main avenues to 
advance his cooperative vision, the first 
being its incorporation into the purposes of 
Stanford University, the second being 
several bills he introduced into the U.S. 
Senate, and the third being his use of the 
media. In the quotations that follow, we 
find Stanford speaking either to the Sen­
ate, the University Trustees, students, 
President Jordan, or to the press. 

Stanford's own words can serve to intro­
duce the basic ideas of the cooperative 
movement. He wrote as follows about the 
basic problem of the capitalist economy: 
"In a condition of society and under an 
industrial organization which places labor 
completely at the mercy of capital, the 
accumulations of capital will necessarily 
be rapid, and an unequal distribution of 
wealth is at once to be observed. This 
tendency would be carried to the utmost 
extreme, until eventually the largest accu­
mulations of capital would not only subor­
dinate labor but would override smaller 
aggregations." 8 

Then Stanford describes his prescrip­
tion for halting this monopolization of 
capital: "The one remedy for this ten­
dency, which to all appearances has been 
ineradicable from the industrial system, is 
the cooperation and intelligent direction 
oflabor." 9 

"What I believe is, the time has come 
when the laboring men can perform for 



10 

"A Cooperative 

association of 

men who know 

how to build a 

railroad might 

be able to take 

a contract just 

as well as a 

corporation!' 

Stanford's Forgotten Vision 

themselves the office of becoming their 
own employers; that the employer class is 
less indispensable in the modern organiza­
tion of industries because the laboring men 
themselves possess sufficient intelligence 
to organize into co-operative relation and 
enjoy the entire benefits of their own la­
bor."lo 

"With a greater intelligence, and with a 
better understanding of the principles of 
cooperation, the adoption of them in prac­
tice will, in time I imagine, cause most of 
the industries of the country to be catried 
on by these cooperative associations."ll 

Stanford pointed to some concrete 
examples in interviews in the New York 
Tribune and Cincinnati Enquirer in 1887: 
"A co-operative association designed to 
furnish labor for farming operations is 
clearly within the realm of practical 
achievement."l2 He countenanced work­
ers taking over his own line of work, the 
railroad: "A co-operative association of 
men who know how to build a railroad 
might be able to take a contract just as well 
as a corporation."13 

"There is no undertaking open to capi­
tal, however great the amount involved, 
that is not accessible to a certain amount of 
labor voluntarily associated and intelli­
gently directing its own effort."l4 

In 1886 Stanford authored a Senate bill 
to foster the creation of worker coopera­
tives by providing a legal structure for 
incorporation. Stanford told his fellow 
Senators when speaking on behalf of the 
bill, "The principle of co-operation of 
individuals is a most democratic one. It 
enables the requisite combination of 
numbers and capital to engage in and 
develop every enterprise of promise, how­
ever large. It is the absolute protection of 
the people against the possible monopoly 
of the few, and renders offensive monop­
oly, and a burdensome one, impossible."ls 

Stanford's analysis of the basic "prin­
ciple of cooperation" is interesting because 
it conceptualizes employment as a service 
that the worker pays for, in the form of 
profits kept by the employer, and that 
providing this service for themselves is the 
key to workers being able to keep the 
profits of their labor. Stanford explained 
in his New York Tribune interview that 
"voluntary association of labor into co-

Workers lay track for the Central Pacific Railroad 

operative relation secures to itself both the 
wages and the premium which, under the 
other form of industrial organization would 
be paid to the enterprise directing it and to 

the capital giving it employment. Capital 
appears to have an ascendancy over labor, 
and so long as our industries are organized 
upon the divisions of employer and em­
ployee, so long will capital retain that 
relation, but associated labor would at once 
become its own master."l6 

Stanford even developed a macroecon­
omic analysis on the effect that coopera­
tives would have on the labor market and 
unemployment. He continued, "When 
you see a man without employment, ... the 
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contemplation is necessarily saddening. 
The fault is with the organization of our 
industrial systems .... The hirer of labor 
uses other men in the employed relation 
only to the extent that his own wants 
demand. Those therefore, who having 
productive capacity, remain in poverty, 
belong to the class who constitute the 
surplus over and above the numbers re­
quired to satisfy by the product of their 
labor the wants of the employer class. The 
numbers belonging to this surplus class 
would be constantly diminished, and would 
eventually disappear under the operation 
of the co-operative principle."17 

Stanford outlined three ways labor would 
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be benefited: first, corporations would 
have to increase wages to compete with 
cooperatives in hiring labor; second, greater 
worker prosperity would translate into 
greater consumer demand and hence more 
demand for labor; and third, workers' ex­
perience in self-management would flood 
the market with people able to organize 
businesses and thus lower the comparative 
advantage of the employer class. 

Regarding the first effect, Stanford said, 
"take, for instance, the influence of co­
operation upon the rate of wages to the 
employed class. In a co-operative associa­
tion conducting a business, and dividing 
the entire proceeds of the business, the 
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dividends so created would exceed the 
ordinary rate of wages. The best mechan­
ics and the best laborers would, therefore, 
seek to acquire a position in a co-operative 
association. The reward of labor being 
greater by co-operation, the employerwould 
have to offer additional inducement to 
labor to remain in its employ, because the 
superior attractiveness of the co-operative 
plan would incite them to form societies of 
this character, and employ their own labor. 
It would, therefore, have a direct tendency 
to raise the rate of wages for all labor - or 
in other words, to narrow the margin be­
tween the amount paid for labor and its 
gross product."18 

Regarding the second effect, Stanford 
sai, "co-operation would so improve the 
condition of the working men engaged in 
it that their own wants would be multi­
plied, and a greater demand for labor would 
ensue."19 

And regarding the third effect, Stan­
ford explained, "Each co-operative institu­
tion will, therefore, become a school of 
business in which each member will ac­
quire a knowledge of the laws of trade and 
commerce."20 "Co-operation would be a 
preparatory school qualifying men, not only 
to direct their own energies, but to direct 
the labor and skill of others .... With the 
increase in the number of employers there 
is necessarily a corresponding intensity of 
competition between them in the field of 
originating employment. This competi­
tive relation alone would raise the reward 
of labor. ... Thus co-operation will in­
crease the number of those qualified to 
originate employments, and thus import 
into the industrial system a competition 
among the employer class, a condition 
highly favorable to the employed."21 

Stanford understood the other major 
principle of cooperation, that the coopera­
tive would not only secure the profits for 
the workers, but would change their basic 
relation to one another and to manage­
ment: "The employee is regarded by the 
employer merely in the light of his value as 
an operative. His productive capacity alone 
is taken into account. His character for 
honesty, truthfulness, good moral habits, 
are disregarded unless they interfere with 
the extent and quality of his services. But 
when men are about to enter partnership 
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in the way of co-operation, the whole range 
of character comes under careful scrutiny. 
Each individual member of a co-operative 
society being the employer of his own la­
bor, works with that interest which is in­
separable from the new position he enjoys. 
Each has an interest in the other; each is 
interested in the other's health, in his so­
briety, in his intelligence, in his general 
competency, and each is a guard upon the 
other's conduct. There would be no idling 
in a co-operative workshop. Each work­
man being an employer, has a spur to his 
own industry, and also has a pecuniary 
reason for being watchful of the industry of 
his fellow workmen."22 Stanford's analysis 
is mirrored in recent studies of productiv­
ity in worker cooperatives.23 

In concluding his lengthy New York 
Tribune interview, Stanford drove home 
his vision by imagining what would hap­
pen if the industrial system had always 
been cooperative, and now someone were 
proposing to reorganize it as a corporate 
system: 

"To comprehend it in all its breadth, 
however, let us assume that in all time all 
labor had been thus self directing. If in­
stead of the proposition before us to change 
the industrial system from the employed 
relation and place it under self direction, 
the cooperative form of industrial organi­
zation had existed from all time, and we 
were now for the first time proposing to 
reorganize the employment of labor, and 
place it under non-concurrent direction, I 
apprehend the proposer of such a change 
would be regarded in the light of an en­
slaver of his race. He would be amenable to 
the charge that his effort was in the direc­
tion of reducing the laboring man to an 
automaton, and ... would leave but small 
distinction in the minds of workingmen 
between the submission of all labor to the 
uncontrolled direction of an employer, and 
actual slavery. 

"We may safely assume that such a 
change would be impossible - that men 
are not likely to voluntarily surrender the 
independence of character which coopera­
tion would establish for any lower degree of 
servitude .... In fact cooperation is merely 
an extension to the industrial life of our 
people of our great political system of self­
government. That government itself is 

founded upon the great doctrine of the 
consent of the governed, and has its corner 
stone in the memorable principle that men 
are endowed with inalienable rights. This 
great principle has a clearly defined place 
in cooperative organization. The right of 
each individual in any relation to secure to 
himself the full benefits of his intelligence, 
his capacity, his industry and skill are among 
the inalienable inheritances of human­
ity."24 

One may wonder, given these views 
about capitalism, what Stanford thought 
about his own career and those of his fellow 
industrialists. He saw employers as having 
been necessary in the development of 
industry up to that point, but ultimately a 
role to be dispensed with. "Those who by 
their enterprise furnish employment for 
others perform a very great and indispen­
sable office in our systems of industry, as 
now organized," Stanford states. "But," he 
goes on to say, "self-employment should be 
the aim of everyone."25 

In American usage today, the terms 
capitalism and free enterprise are used so 
interchangeably that the idea of a free 
enterprise system distinct from capitalism 
sounds self-contradictory. Furthermore, 
capitalist and communist ideologies both 
posit corporate versus state ownership as 
the inherent opposites between which we 
are to choose. But clearly, Stanford was 
advocating a "third way" - direct worker 
ownership - which he saw as the ultimate 
and most enlightened form of free enter­
prise. 

The voluntary nature of this alternative 
was central to Stanford's viewpoint, and he 
was highly critical of coercive or govern­
mental redistribution of wealth, which was 
advocated by communist and other move­
ments of the time. The inalienable rights 
of the citizen were paramount to Stanford; 
he pointed to the principles in the Decla­
ration of Independence as being essential 
for just government, and that "with these 
principles fully recognized, agrarianism and 
communism can have only an ephemeral 
existence .... [Cooperatives] will accom­
plish all that is sought to be secured by the 
labor leagues, trades-unions and other fed­
erations of workmen, and will be free from 
the objection of even impliedly attempt­
ing to take the unauthorized or wrongful 



control of the property, capital or time of 
others."26 

Stanford elaborated: "Many writers 
upon the science of poli tical economy have 
declared that it is the duty of a nation first 
to encourage the creation of wealth; and 
second, to direct and control its distribu­
tion. All such theories are delusive. The 
production of wealth is the result of agree­
ment between labor and capital, between 
employer and employed. Its distribution, 
therefore, will follow the law of its crea­
tion, or great injustice will be done .... The 
only distribution of wealth which is the 
product oflabor, which will be honest, will 
come through a more equal distribution of 
the productive capacity of men, and the 
co-operative principle leads directly to this 
consummation. All legislative experiments 
in the way of making forcible distribution 
of the wealth produced in any country 
have failed. Their first effect has been to 
destroy wealth, to destroy productive in­
dustries, to paralyze enterprise, and to in­
flict upon labor the greatest calamities it 
has ever encountered."27 

Stanford took pains during the discus­
sion of his views to counter the idea that 
labor and capital were inherently opposed. 
"The real conflict, if any exists," Stanford 
explained, "is between two industrial sys­
tems."28 He goes on to illustrate thus: 

"The country blacksmith who employs 
no journeyman is never conscious of any 
conflict between the capital invested in his 
anvil, hammer and bellows, and the labor 
he performs with them, because in fact, 
there is none. Ifhe takes a partner, and the 
two join their labor into co-operative rela­
tion, there is still no point at which a 
conflict may arise between the money 
invested in the tools and the labor which is 
performed with them; and if, further in 
pursuance of the principal of co-operation, 
he takes in five or six partners, there is still 
complete absence of all conflict between 
labor and capital. But ifhe, being a single 
proprietor, employs three or four journey­
men, and out of the product of their labor 
pays them wages, and, as a reward for giving 
them employment and directing their la­
bor, retains to himself the premium, ... the 
line of difference between the wages and 
the premium may become a disputed one; 
but it should be clearly perceived that the 
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dispute is not between capital and labor, 
but between the partial and actual realiza­
tion of co-operation."29 

Thus, to Stanford, those who believed 
that class struggle was inescapable had 
failed to understand the alternative of 
worker co-operation, which he believed 
would prevail as the highest state of indus­
trial organization: "As intelligence has in­
creased and been more widely diffused 
among men, greater discontent has been 
observable, and men say the conflict be­
tween capital and labor is intensifying, 
when the real truth is, that by the increase 
of intelligence men are becoming more 
nearly capable of co-operation." Again 
referring to profits as the "premium" paid 
to capital, Stanford concluded, "In a still 
higher state of intelligence this premium 
will be eliminated altogether, because labor 
can and will become its own employer 
through co-operative association."3o 

Women's Rights 

Leland Stanford was a vocal advocate of 
women's rights, and supported suffrage, 
women's participation in politics, equal 
pay for equal work,3! and equal educa­
tional opportunities. In founding the 
University he required the Trustees "To 
afford equal facilities and give equal ad­
vantages in the University to both sexes"32 
(although he chose no women for Trus­
tees). In his advocacy of worker coopera­
tives he repeatedly pointed to their bene­
fits for women because of the cooperative's 
intrinsically democratic nature. Stanford 
described four ways the cooperative would 
benefit women: by giving women new 
access to job opportunities, by allowing 
women to participate in running the busi­
ness at all levels, by offering protection 
from exploitation, and by fostering work­
ing conditions based on women's needs. 

Stanford told the U.S. Senate when he 
introduced his co-op bill, "One of the dif­
ficulties in the employment of women arises 
from their domestic duties; but co-opera­
tion would provide for a general utilization 
of their capacities and permit the prosecu­
tion of their business, without harm, be­
cause of the temporary incapacity of the 
individual to prosecute her calling. And if 
this co-operation shall relieve them of the 
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temporary incapacity arising from the duties 
incident to motherhood, then their capac­
ity for production may be utilized to the 
greatest extent. Very many of the indus­
tries would be open to and managed as well 
by women in their co-operati ve capacity as 
by men." 33 

As an example of how cooperatives 
would remove the exploitation of women, 
Stanford said, "There is no reason why the 
women of the country should not greatly 
advance themselves by this act. Take the 
matter of clothing alone; there are sixty 
million people in America, and if each 
expends $10 a year for clothes, that makes 
$600 million; it might just as well go to co­
operative associations of women as to these 
large partnerships which pay hardly living 
wages. At the same time the grade of 
woman's labor would be advanced; they 
would become cutters, style-makers, 
&c."J4 

Regarding the particular needs of work­
ing women due to maternity, Stanford 
pointed out that since each cooperative is 
organized to meet its members' needs, 
"under co-operation they would draw wages 
when they could not labor, or the charac­
ter of the labor could be changed for 
them."35 Stanford was saying, in effect, 
that cooperatives are structured to produce 
humane responses, as a matter of course, to 
needs such as maternity. The enduring 
difficulty that business has had in respond­
ing to such issues is evident in the current 
controversies over childcare, the corpo­
rate "mommy track," and attempted solu­
tions such as "flextime." 

It has been the accepted thought that 
Leland Stanford's only reason for wanting 
women at the University was so that they 
could be educated to be better mothers. 
This was certainly part of his concern, but 
these speeches regarding the potential roles 
women could play in a democratic indus­
trial system indicate that Stanford was 
working from a broader social vision of 
women's equality. 

In the Senate 

Stanford authored several bills in the 
U.S. Senate to help implement his coop­
erative vision. The first was his bill to 
provide a legal basis for the incorporation 
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of worker cooperatives. On May 4, 1887 he 
was interviewed in the New York Trib­
une about his bill, where he described that 
part of the bill's purpose was to "attract 
attention to the value of the co-operative 
principle upon which our industrial sys­
tems should be founded. It will be a gov­
ernmental attestation to the value of the 
co-operative principle, which alone can 
eliminate what has been called the conflict 
between capital and labor."36 

This interview appeared, perhaps by no 
coincidence, on the first anniversary of the 
Haymarket Riot in Chicago. The timing 
was both fitting and ironic. The Hay­
market riot erupted during a massive strike 
for the eight-hour day by 200,000 workers 
and turned into one of the bloodiest at­
tacks on labor demonstrators in U.S. his­
tory. It brought labor issues to the fore­
front, but also proved to be the beginning 
of the end for the Knights of Labor, and 
with it, the centrality of worker coopera­
tives for the U.S. labor movement.37 

Authoring the co-op bill appears to 
have been the closest Stanford got to actu­
ally forming a cooperative, so it is instruc­
tive to examine the text. Most significant 
is that voting rights within the cooperative 
were to be based on the amount of capital 
contributed by each member, rather than 
one person-one vote. An essential plank 
of the theory of cooperatives, which devel­
oped primarily in England, was one of the 
"Rochdale Principles," which specified that 
governance was to be based on one per­
son-one vote rather than capital. 38 Stan­
ford gives no evidence of having been 
aware of the Rochdale Principles or of the 
reasoning behind them, which would sup­
port the conclusion that despite his advo­
cacy of worker cooperatives, he was di­
vorced from the grassroots cooperative 
movement itself. 

Yet Stanford was aware of the necessity 
for a mass political movement in order to 
achieve social change. To his Senate col­
leagues he declared, "In the unrest of the 
masses I augur great good. It is by their 
realizing that their condition of life is not 
what it ought to be that vast improvements 
may be accomplished."39 

Stanford seems to have followed the 
movement closely enough to put some of 
its basic ideas into legislation, and his most 

famous effort was his bill for issuing cur­
rency based on agricultural land value. In 
the late 1880s many of the huge farmers' 
cooperatives failed in large part because 
the banking establishment refused to fi­
nance them. It was the problem of access 
to capital, and the control of the currency 
by the banking establishment, that drove 
the cooperatives into the political arena 
with the founding of the People's Party.40 

A central plank of the People's Party 
was the "subtreasury" system unveiled at 
the Populist convention in St. Louis in De­
cember 1889.41 Farmers would be able to 
draw money by depositing their products 
in subtreasuries of the U.S. Treasury, and 
be able to sell their goods when the market 
price was highest. Three months after the 
subtreasury plan was declared, Leland 
Stanford authored his own plan to lend 
money to farmers on the basis of their land 
value. By injecting money into the econ­
omy directly through the farmers, credit 
would become so readily obtained that 
cooperatives should flourish, as well as 
small and large industry generally.42 Stan­
ford told the Senate during one of his 
several speeches on behalf of the bill, 
"Legislation has been and is still directed 
towards the protection of wealth, rather 
than towards the far more important inter­
ests of labor on which everything of value 
to mankind depends .... When money is 
controlled by a few it gives that few an 
undue power and control over labor and 
the resources of the country. Labor will 
have its best return when the laborer can 
control its disposal; with an abundance of 
money, and through cooperation, this end 
will be practically attained." 43 

In his fifth speech on the subject, the 
last time he addressed the Senate, Stanford 
said, "To a great extent [a sufficiency of 
money] means to the laborer emancipa­
tion through his ability to be his own 
employer. With an abundance of money 
unskilled laborers, mechanics, and other 
workingmen will be able to carryon coop­
erative societies, because they will be able 
to obtain the credit they deserve, and even 
if employed by capital all cause for dissen­
sion between employed and employer will 
be removed, as cooperation will regulate 
the price oflabor and be its perfect defense 
against inadequate compensation. . . . 
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Money is the great tool through whose 
means lahor and skill hecome universally 
cooperative ... " 44 

This bill was widely discussed, earning 
Stanford, the wealthiest man in the Sen­
ate, criticism as heing "fully impregnated 
with socialistic ideas," and spawning moves 
by some within the Farmers' Alliance and 
People's Party to nominate Stanford as 
their candidate for President in the 1892 
election (a move that Stanford declined).45 

Most significantly, it may have cost 
Leland Stanford his position as president 
of the Southern Pacific Railroad. Stanford's 
business partner, Collis Huntington, had 
heen angry about Stanford's political 
ambitions, and felt Stanford had neglected 
the railroad since being elected to the 
Senate. But according to the story emerg­
ing from the inner circle of the railroad 
associates (reported in the San Francisco 
Chronicle), it was Stanford's land loan bill 
"that finally precipitated a declaration of 
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war" which resulted in Stanford's ouster.46 

A possible indication of the lasting 
impression that Stanford's efforts left on 
organized labor was an incident that oc­
curred during the great Pullman railroad 
strike a year after Stanford's death. Jane 
Stanford was up in Dunsmuir, California, 
and urgently needed to get back to San 
Francisco. A California committee of the 
American Railway Union, which called 
the strike, went so far as to make up a 
special train to transport her, out of their 
respect for Leland Stanford's memoryY 

On The Farm 

Stanford was a progressive in that he 
helieved in the power of new ideas to 
improve the society, as opposed to seeing 
social change as purely an outcome of "class 
struggle." Stanford's approach to economic 
oppression was not moralistic, but techni­
cal. He blamed neither employee nor 
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employer for inequalities in wealth, but 
rather, the advantage of the capitalist class 
over the non-capitalist class in its power to 
organize husiness enterprises, and this 
Stanford saw as fundamentally a matter of 
education. Thus he placed his other main 
effort to promote cooperatives into educa­
tion, and in particular, into Stanford Uni­
versity, where he intended the coopera­
tion of lahor to be "in general, a leading 
feature lying at the foundation of the 
university." 4, 

"I want this instirution to deal particu­
larly with the welfare of the masses," wrote 
Stanford to University President Jordan, 
in his last signed letter. "The few very rich 
can get their education anywhere. They 
will be welcome to this institution if they 
come, but the object is more particularly to 
reach the multitude-those people who 
have to consider the expenditure of every 
dollar." 49 

Stanford explained his thinking thus: 
"To a superficial consideration of the suh­
ject, capital seems to possess an advantage 
over labor; but the conclusions from such 
superficial observation are erroneous. 
Produce in the minds of the laboring classes 
the same facility for combining their labor 
that exists in the minds of capitalists, and 
labor would become entirely independent 
of faculty. It would sustain to capital a 
relation of perfect independence."5o 

"That this remedy has not heen seized 
upon and adopted by the masses oflaboring 
men is due wholly to the inadequacy of 
educational systems. Great social prin­
ciples and social forces are availed of by 
men only after an intelligent perception of 
their value. It will be the aim of the 
university to educate those who come 
within its atmosphere in the direction of 
cooperation. Many experiments in this 
direction have been made, and whatever 
of failure has attended them has been due 
to imperfection of educated faculties." 11 

Stanford recognized that the individual 
development of the student would also be 
an important factor in the making of the 
cooperative workplace. Thus he contin­
ued his exposition: "The operation of the 
cooperative principle in the performance 
of the lahor of the world requires an edu­
cated perception of its value, the special 
formation of character adapted to such 
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new relation, and the acquirement of that 
degree of intelligence which confers upon 
individual character and adaptability to 
this relation. It will be the leading aim of 
the university to form the character and 
the perception of its industrial students 
into that fitness wherein associated effort 
will be the natural and pleasurable result of 
their industrial career."52 Stanford's think­
ing anticipated recent studies on the im­
portance of experiential preparation for 
the cooperative workplace.53 

Stanford put his goals for the University 
in perspective thus: "We have then the 
three great leading objects of the univer­
sity - first, education, with the object of 
enhancing the productive capacity of men 
equally with their intellectual culture; 
second, the conservation of the great doc­
trines of inalienable right in the citizen as 
the cornerstone of just government; third, 
the independence of capital and the self­
employment of non-capitalist classes, by 
such system of instruction as will tend to 
the establishment of cooperative effort in 
the industrial systems of the future."54 

We may note for comparison that in the 
recent spate of public debate about 
America's educational system, the benefits 
of education are defined solely as helping 
students gain an advantage in the job 
market, and increasing our "national 
competitiveness." Stanford's plan that the 
laboring classes be taught the principles of 
cooperation, so that they could gain own­
ership of their workplaces, is of a radical 
nature wholly beyond the current level of 
debate in the United States, from either 
the right or the left. 

To insure that his aims for the Univer­
sity would be met, Stanford placed in the 
Grant of Endowment the clause that the 
Trustees "shall have the power, and it shall 
be their duty ... To have taught in the 
University the right and advantages of 
association and co-operation." (There were 
also three other clauses of topical instruc­
tion to the Trustees, to insure that non­
sectarian religious instruction, agriculture, 
and equal gender rights each be included in 
the University.55 ) 

When Stanford addressed the first 
meeting of the Trustees he said that the 
principles of cooperation "will be found 
the greatest lever to elevate the mass of 

humanity, and laws should be formed to 
protect and develop co-operative associa­
tions. Laws with this object in view will 
furnish to the poor man complete protec­
tion against the monopoly of the rich, and 
such laws properly administered and availed 
of, will insure to the workers of the country 
the full fruits of their industry and enter­
prise .... Hence it is that we have provided 
for thorough instruction in the principles 
of co-operation. We would have it early 
instilled into the student's mind that no 
greater blow can be struck at labor than 
that which makes its products insecure."56 

How did the public react to Stanford's 
placing the cooperative vision at the foun­
dation of the UniverSity? One sample we 
find is a sermon on the founding of Stan­
ford University, delivered in November 
1885 by Rev. Horatio Stebbins (who was 
later appointed a University Trustee), at 
the First Unitarian Church in San Fran­
cisco, in which he extolled Leland 
Stanford's cooperative vision: "In setting 
forth some principles of great social import 
that shall be taught in the future Univer­
sity, Mr. Stanford has touched the key­
note of modern time. I refer to the prin­
ciple of co-operation. To this principle it 
appears to me the best minds are looking 
for the solution of some of the most com­
plex social and industrial problems .... 
That a distinguished American citizen, on 
whom has descended the prosperity of an 
epoch in affairs, should incorporate it in 
the foundation of a great school, charged 
to call to its aid the best minds in christen-' 
dom, is a prophetic event of promise and 
hope in the history of our time." 57 

At the Opening Exercises in 1891 Stan­
ford told the first class of Stanford students, 
"We have also provided that the benefits 
resulting from co-operation shall be freely 
taught .... Co-operative societies bring 
forth the best capacities, the best influ­
ences of the individual for the benefit of 
the whole, while the good influences of the 
many aid the individual." 58 

Some of these students apparently took 
Stanford's words to heart and founded the 
Students Cooperative Association in 1891, 
which evolved into today's Stanford Book­
store, which is incorporated as a coopera­
tive. The members of the Board of Direc­
tors of the Co-op included several who 



would go on to become leading actors in 
the University. Among them was fresh­
man George Crothers, future University 
Trustee and legal-eagle, for whom Croth­
ers Hall is named; physics graduate student 
Carl Lane Clemans, who founded the 
Stanford Sigma Nu fraternity and was the 
winning quarterback in the first "Big 
Game;" and Prof. Charles David "Daddy" 
Marx, for whom Marx Hall is named. 59 

Marx also served as president of the Board 
of Trustees of Palo Alto High School, 
which began as a parent-run cooperative.()O 
A group of low income students took over 
the barracks that had housed the Univer­
sity's construction workers and ran it, in 
the description of one writer, as a "self­
managed democratic co-operative" known 
simply as "The Camp." Although the 
buildings were inhabited long after their 
intended lifetime, Jane Stanford allowed 
The Camp to continue until 1902 because 
she felt it embodied Leland Stanford's so­
cial ideals. ()) 

What evidence do we find that "thor­
ough instruction in the principles of coop­
eration" was provided for? The course 
catalog for the first year lists Economics 16, 
"Co-operation: Its History and Influence," 
but no such course was found in suhsequent 
catalogs. What other evidence there may 
be that bears on this question has yet to be 
discovered. 

In Stanford's last signed letter before his 
death, he wrote to University President 
Jordan, "1 think one of the most important 
things to be taught in the institution is co­
operation .... By co-operation society has 
the henefit of the best capacities, and where 
there is an organized co-operative society 
the strongest and hest capacity inures to 
the benefit of each." ()2 

Defeat 

What became of Stanford's efforts to 
advance worker cooperatives in the Sen­
ate and at the University? Stanford was 
unable to get either his co-op bill or his 
land loan bill passed in the Senate. 
Stanford's 1886 co-op bill was reported fa­
vorably to the Senate by the Judiciary 
Committee but was dropped from the cal­
endar because of Stanford's absence due to 
illness. He reintroduced it in 1891 but it 
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again suffered the same fate. Stanford's 
land loan bill had a very different course. 
From the moment he introduced it he met 
opposition in the Senate. But Stanford 
fought tenaciously for this bill, and his 
motivation was not merely the immediate 
effect which the bill would produce, but 
the greenback theory that "money is en­
tirely the creature of law," which was the 
basis of the bill. 61 In his fourth Senate 
speech on behalf ofthe bill Stanford reached 
his pinnacle of oratory with quotations 
from John Law, James D. Holden, Aris­
totle, Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, Ben­
jamin Franklin, David Hume and John 

17 

Stuart Mill. After his speech, the Populist 
Senator William Peffer from Kansas stood 
up and gave an even lengthier speech on 
behalf of Stanford's bill.64 

Stanford introduced the land loan bill 
three times between 1890 and 1892, and 
each time it was killed by the Finance 
Committee. In 1892 he introduced an­
other bill for the free coining of silver, and 
his speech on its behalf was his last in the 
Senate. This hill, too, was killed by the 
Finance Committee.65 The Senate was 
not yet ready for the "revolution in fi­
nance," as Stanford described it, which he 
was offering.66 McKinley would win the 

University President David Starr Jordan speaks at Opening Day ceremonies on 
October 1,1891; Leland and Jane Stanford are seated at left 
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Leland and Jane Stanford, center, at the laying of the university's cornerstone, 
May 14, 1887 
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1896 Presidential election campaigning 
against just such financial revolutions. 

At the University, Stanford's vision of 
an education to support worker coopera­
tives never became established. To a large 
degree, this might be due to Stanford's 
death two years after the University opened. 
David Starr Jordan continued as Univer­
sity President while Jane Stanford took on 
the governance of the University as the 
sole Trustee.67 I have found no evidence 
that either of them shared Leland Stanford's 
interest in worker cooperatives.68 

But the ultimate reason Leland 
Stanford's vision was not implemented in 
the University probably goes beyond this. 
There are limits to what one person, even 
one as influential as Leland Stanford, can 
do to change society in the absence of a 
mass movement. And with McKinley's 
election and the defeat of the Populists in 
1896, the cooperative movement was 
crushed.69 Moreover, an answer can be 
sought in the structure of the University 
itself. Leland Stanford had no apparent 
experience in actually setting up coopera­
tives, and when he established the Univer­
sity, he gave it a standard hierarchical 
corporate structure, with a sovereign Board 
of Trustees choosing a President with 

complete executive power. With Leland 
Stanford gone, and the movement gone, 
there was no longer any organic connec­
tion between the cooperative vision and 
the University. Stanford missed the op­
portunity to forge such a connection when 
he failed to establish the University itself 
under a cooperative modeL 

Leland Stanford's vision was not only 
foregone, but over time was entirely forgot­
ten by the Stanford University commu­
nity. This forgetting appears to have been 
fairly rapid, occurring within the first dec­
ade of the University. Undoubtedly most 
of the faculty and administrators knew of 
Stanford's wishes, but they ceased to speak 
and write of them, and thus the knowledge 
was not transmitted. 

Stanford's cooperative vision was inde­
pendently rediscovered several times dur­
ing the 1930s and '40s, and thus new lin­
eages for the knowledge were started. In 
1941 a student cooperative house was 
organized, named after the late Professor 
of Political Science Walter Thompson, 
who was active in the cooperative move­
ment. President Tresidder's administra­
tion terminated the co-op in 1945. In "an 
obituary" for the house in August 23 Stan­
ford Daily, student Cyclone Covey makes 
reference to Stanford's cooperative vision 
for the University. Such lore, one may 
conjecture, was passed down by Professor 
Thompson. Chemistry Professor]. Murray 
Luck, a founder of the Palo Alto Consumer 
Co-op, had also rediscovered Stanford's 
writings on cooperatives, and shared that 
knowledge with the Palo Alto Co-op mem­
bership in 1950.70 However, when stu­
dent housing co-ops were started again 20 
years later, no mention of Stanford's vision 
can be found. 7l One can conjecture that 
in the atmosphere of the McCarthy era, 
these lineages of Stanford lore too became 
extinct. 

Ultimately, the forgetting of Stanford's 
vision cannot be explained by the actions 
of anyone in particular, for the documenta­
tion of Leland Stanford's wishes regarding 
worker cooperatives has always been avail­
able to anyone who cared to read it. 72 To 
account for the selective omission of 
Stanford's views from the campus memory, 
I draw upon the analysis of the Lawrence 
Goodwyn, an historian of the Populist era. 



In describing "the triumph of the corpo­
rate state," which was completed with the 
defeat of the Populists, Goodwyn writes, 
"A consensus thus came to be silently rati­
fied: reform politics need not concern 
itself with structural alteration of the eco­
nomic customs of the society. This conclu­
sion, of course, had the effect of removing 
from mainstream reform politics the idea 
of people in an industrial society gaining 
significant degrees of autonomy in the struc­
ture of their own lives. The reform tradi­
tion of the twentieth century unconsciously 
defined itself within the framework of 
inherited power relationships. The range 
of political possibility was decisively nar­
rowed-not by repression, or exile, or guns, 
but by the simple power of the reigning 
new culture itself." 73 

"The ultimate victory" he continues, "is 
nailed into place, therefore, only when the 
population has been persuaded to define 
all conceivable political activity within 
the limits of existing custom."74 

The cooperative vision, although it has 
survived in the refugia of cooperative busi­
nesses in the U.S.,75 has remained un­
available as a concept to most Americans. 
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