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would be intertwined with his wife, Jane 
Mayer, whom he met at U of M.

As his beliefs solidified, Sugar learned he 
could “move people”4 to action with words, 
both written and spoken. A born leader, he 
was incredibly passionate about his beliefs. 
After graduating in 1913, Maurice joined 
both the Michigan bar and the Michigan So-
cialist Party and settled in Detroit. He prac-
ticed law in an idealistic fashion, in tune 
with his conviction that the Constitution 
guaranteed equality for everyone regardless 
of a person’s beliefs or race.5 But he required 
a second job to make rent.

Three years later—in the midst of a re-
cession, the onset of World War I, and an 
intensifying relationship between labor 
and management—Sugar signed up to help 
a beleaguered union with a court defense. 
It was his first entrance into the fray that 
would engulf his career and define his life. 
After his death, his obituary would pro-
claim his status as one of the country’s first 
labor lawyers, but this acknowledgment 
was 60 years in the future.

In 1917, however, Sugar’s legal career 
was temporarily derailed. On April 6, the 
United States declared war on Germany 
and, in order to bolster the armed forces, 
Congress passed the Conscription Act re-
quiring all men between the ages of 21 and 

n November 25, 1918, Maurice 
Sugar arrived at the Detroit 
House of Corrections to serve 
out his sentence for “failure to 

register for the draft and ‘conspiracy to ob-
struct’ its operations.”1 His appeals had 
failed, and his home for the next 10 months 
would be a little cell with “a straw cot at-
tached to the wall, a three-tiered rack in 
the corner, and a pail for refuse.”2

It was a long way from the Upper Penin-
sula town of Brimley where Sugar was born 
in 1891 to Kalman and Mary Sugar, two Lith-
uanian Jews who ran a successful local 
store. The store was such a success that the 
family moved to Detroit to give their four 
children better educational opportunities. 
After a few hiccups, a brief return north, and 
several summer jobs involving hard labor, 
the Sugar’s third child, Maurice, graduated 
from high school and started college. Like 
his future mentee, Ernie Goodman, Sugar 
wasn’t completely confident that law was 
the career for him, but it seemed like a  
good fit.

The University of Michigan Law School 
provided an exceptional education on sev-
eral fronts. Of course, Sugar gained an ex-
cellent foundation in law, but just as impor-
tant was his tutelage in socialism.3 For Sugar, 
the two would go hand in hand and both 

30 to register for military service. The new 
law went into effect May 18.

Between these two key events, Sugar at-
tended the National Socialist Party Conven-
tion as a delegate. A major topic of discus-
sion was, of course, the Conscription Act, 
with which the party vehemently disagreed.

In addition to his stance against con-
scription, Sugar was a pacifist. Not only 
did he not register for service, but he and 
other Michigan Socialists published an anti-
conscription edition of The Michigan Social-
ist on May 27, calling for readers to be “real 
men” and not participate in the war.6 It pro-
claimed the Conscription Act unconstitu-
tional for various reasons: the 13th Amend-
ment nullified “involuntary servitude”; the 
age requirement created class legislation; 
and the act limited judicial discretion in pro-
viding exemptions.

Sugar certainly moved readers with his 
words. He also moved the federal govern-
ment to arrest and indict him for conspir-
acy to “unlawfully and willfully aid and 
abet, counsel, command, induce, and pro-
cure certain persons to violate the provi-
sions of said Conscription Act . . . .”7 Failing 
to register was a misdemeanor punishable 
by a year in prison. Before the war’s end, 
approximately 10,000 people would be ar-
rested on the same charge, including one 
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Roger Baldwin, the head of the Civil Lib-
erties Bureau.

But Sugar refused to go down without a 
fight; he was “never one to stand down 
when he thought he was right.”8 He ap-
pealed the court’s decision to the United 
States District Court for the Eastern District 
of Michigan, where his motion to “quash 
the indictment”9 was denied. He appealed 
to the United States Court of Appeals for 
the Sixth Circuit and was again denied.10 
He appealed to the United States Supreme 
Court, which denied his certiorari a week 
before the armistice was signed.

On November 25, 1918, two weeks af-
ter the end of World War I,11 Sugar began 
his sentence at the Detroit House of Cor-
rections. He had already been disbarred 
by the Detroit Bar Association. The legal 
establishment of the time did not appreci-
ate his antics, even though numerous area 
attorneys offered Sugar support at his dis-
barment proceedings.

Although he lost his membership in the 
bar, Sugar was still a member of the Socialist 
Party. Even in prison, he made friends, read 
books, wrote letters, and even ran for office 
(he lost, but received thousands of votes).

Sugar was released from prison on Sep-
tember 25, 1919, and, with the assistance of 
one of Michigan’s greatest attorneys, Frank 

Murphy, was readmitted to the Michigan bar 
on November 7, 1923. Ten years later, Sugar 
and other offenders who had failed to reg-
ister received a full pardon in the form of 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Christmas 
Amnesty Proclamation for Certain War-Time 
Offenders Who Have Completed Their Prison 
Sentences to those “persons who were con-
victed of such war-time offenses, and who 
have complied with the sentences imposed 
on them.”12

After returning to the legal arena, Sugar 
served as attorney on cases for the recently 
formed Detroit branch of the American Civil 
Liberties Union. He also became deeply 
involved in the creation and infancy of 
the United Automobile Workers Union. He 
continued to run for political office13—how-
ever unsuccessful in these endeavors—and 
served as “general counsel for the Inter-
national Union, UAW-CIO”14 from 1939 to 
1947. In that position, he argued against 
Dearborn’s ordinance requiring a license to 
distribute handbills15 and for a union’s right 
to peacefully picket as free speech;16 he ar-
gued for unemployment benefits for auto-
workers during a labor dispute17 and work-
ers’ compensation when an employee lost 
an eye.18 Sometimes he won and some-
times he lost, but he never settled for the 
status quo.

Sugar is often remembered for his union 
service and his dramatic departure from the 
position in 1947, but that’s a story for an-
other time. Undoubtedly, many things Sugar 
fought for changed for the better during his 
time as general counsel.

After his eventual retirement, Sugar spent 
much of his time in northern Michigan. By 
the time he died on February 15, 1974, he 
had been many things to many people. For 
unemployed union workers singing “Soup 
Song” or “Sit Down,” he was a poet and an 
advocate. For the FBI, he was a trouble-
maker during the Red Scare and Cold War. 
For others—like Ernie Goodman, George 
Crockett, and members of the Sugar Law 
Firm—he was a leader and mentor not 
afraid to stand up for what was right, how-
ever unpopular. For the National Lawyers 
Guild and attendees of its annual Buck Din-
ner, he was a founder. Most of all, he was a 
controversial figure and a legend in his own 

time, and this article doesn’t come close to 
telling the whole story. n

Carrie Sharlow is an administrative assistant in 
the Executive Office of the State Bar, assisting 
Governmental Relations. She has a BA in English 
and a master’s in literature. If you have a sugges-
tion for “Michigan Lawyers in History,” please 
e-mail her at csharlow@mail.michbar.org.

Special thanks to Judge Avern Cohn, who suggested 
the topic and helped with review and research.
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Maurice Sugar as photographed in the early 1930s
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