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American Labor Unions and Pullman Strike Perspectives
George Pullman's “Pullman Palace Car Company” built railroad cars, and was one of the nation's largest manufacturers of railroad cars out of his Chicago-based shop, eventually employing more than 10,000 people. He also built a model town for his employees, with solid brick buildings and modern sanitation and amenities that were praised across the nation – and even around the world. Pullman, Illinois included a company library and recreation area, but also banned liquor stores and other distractions which the company deemed distracting to workers – moves that struck some as paternalistic. About one-third of his employees rented houses in his model community. 

Then the Panic of 1893 struck, the result of the bursting of the silver bubble and a wave of railroad bankruptcies, and prices for all goods fell sharply. The nation plunged into a severe economic depression for two years. The Pullman Palace Car Company faced a severe reduction in orders for production of new railroad cars, and laid off many of its employees. CEO and founder George Pullman ordered wage reductions for his remaining workers, but did not reduce rents for tenants in the town of Pullman. Railroad employees sent delegates to meet with Pullman to negotiate cuts in rent, but George Pullman refused to agree to any cuts in rent. Pullman argued that tenants were free to leave the village of Pullman and rent elsewhere in Chicago. The negotiators were later fired, and many workers began a work stoppage called a “wildcat” strike (which means a spontaneous strike without union influence). Many workers later joined the American Railroad Union (ARU), led by the radical organizer Eugene Debs. Strike demonstrations led to massive violence against Pullman cars – with millions of dollars in damage – and a national railroad stoppage that paralyzed national trade.

President Cleveland sent 12,000 army soldiers (plus U.S. Marshals) out to quell the riots and ensure delivery of the U.S. mail, and the Army and Marshals broke the strike after some 30 strikers were killed in clashes with federal officials. Courts also used the Sherman Anti-Trust Act of 1890 – passed by Congress to stop corporate kingpins from manipulating interstate prices –  to order union leaders to stop the strike. ARU President Eugene Debs refused to stop the strike and was sentenced to six months in prison. In prison, Debs read the words of Karl Marx and adopted the ideology of socialism, which says that government – not private individuals – should own all property. This position set him at odds with moderate unions like the American Federation of Labor as well as recent social teachings of the Catholic Church. 
1. Viewpoint of the laborers
Statement of Pullman Workers to American Railway Union in Chicago, June 15, 1894:
We struck at Pullman because we were without hope. We joined the American Railway Union because it gave us a glimmer of hope....

You all must know that, the proximate cause of our strike was the discharge of two members of our grievance committee the day after George M. Pullman, himself, and Thomas H. Wickes, his second vice-president, had guaranteed them absolute immunity. The more remote causes are still imminent. Five reductions in wages, in work, and in conditions of employment swept through the shops at Pullman between May and December, 1893. The last was the most severe, amounting to nearly 30 per cent, and our rents had not fallen. We owed Pullman $70,000 when we struck May 11. We owe him twice that much today. He does not evict us for two reasons: One, the force of popular sentiment and public opinion; the other because he hopes to starve us out, to break ... the back of the American Railway Union, and to deduct from our miserable wages when we are forced to return to him the last dollar we owe him for the occupancy of his houses.

Rents all over the city [of Chicago] in every quarter of its vast extent have fallen, in some cases to one-half. Residences, I compared with which ours are hovels, can be had a few miles away at the prices we have been contributing to make a millionaire a billionaire.... What we pay $15 for in Pullman is leased for $8 in [neighboring] Roseland....

Water which Pullman buys from the city at 8 cents a thousand gallons, he retails to us at 500 per cent advance and he claims he is losing $400 a month on it. Gas which sells at 75 cents per thousand feet in Hyde Park, just north of us, sells - for $2.25 [in Pullman]. When we went to tell him our grievances, he said we were all his "children."

...the wages he pays out with one hand -- The Pullman Palace Car Company, he takes back with the other --The Pullman Land Association. He is able by this to bid under any contract car shop in this country. His competitors in business, to meet this, must reduce the wages of their men. This gives him the excuse to reduce ours to conform to the market. His business rivals must in turn scale down; so must he. And thus the merry war... goes on, and it will go on, brothers, forever, unless you, The American Railway Union, stop it....

George M. Pullman, you know, has cut our wages from 30 to 70 per cent. George M. Pullman has caused to be paid in the last year, the regular quarterly dividend of 2 per cent on his stock and an-extra slice of 1 1/2 per cent, making 9 1/2 per cent on $30,000,000 of capital. George M. Pullman took three contracts on which he lost less than $5,000. Because he loved us? No. Because it was cheaper to lose a little money in his freight-car and his coach shops than to let his workingmen go; but that petty loss, more than made up by us from the money needed to clothe our wives and little ones, was his excuse for effecting a gigantic reduction of wages in every department of his great works, of cutting men and boys and girls with equal zeal, including everyone on the repair shops of the Pullman Palace cars on which such preposterous profits have been made...

2. Viewpoint of the company
Pullman CEO and founder George M. Pullman gave this statement to the New York Tribune on July 14, 1894, pointing out that he had an obligation to stockholders to keep the company profitable.
What is the demand concealed under the innocently sounding word arbitration? It must be clear to every business man, and to every thinking workman, that no prudent employer could submit to arbitration the question whether he should commit such a piece of business folly....How could I, as president of the Pullman company, consent to agree that if any body of men not concerned with the interest of the company's shareholders should, as arbitrators ... so decree, I would open the shops, employ workmen at wages greater than their work could be sold for, and continue this ruinous policy indefinitely; or be accused of a breach of faith? Who will deny that such a question is plainly not a subject of arbitration? Is it not then unreasonable that the company should be asked to arbitrate whether or not it should submit such a question to arbitration? Removing the original and fundamental question one stage does not help the matter; the question would still remain: Can I, as a business man, knowing the truth of the facts which I have stated, bind myself that I will, in any contingency, open and operate the Pullman car shops at whatever loss, if it should happen to be the opinion of some third party that I should do so? The answer seems to be plain.

3. Viewpoint of the Press: Newspapers on the violence
Following is a front-page newspaper account in the anti-union Chicago Tribune on July 7, 1894 of the violence against the railroad industry. Though the violence was condemned by the American Railroad Union, the violence was clearly in sympathy with the strikers and almost certainly carried out by Pullman workers. 
YARDS FIRE SWEPT

Hundreds of Freight Cars, Loaded and Empty, Burn

Rioters Prevent Firemen from Saving the Property
From Brighton Park to Sixty-First Street the yards of the Pan-Handle road were last night put to the torch by the rioters. Between 600 and 700 freight cars have been destroyed, many of them loaded. Miles and miles of costly track are in a snarled tangle of heat-twisted rails. Not less than $750,000 – possibly a whole $1,000,000 of property – has been sacrificed to the caprice of a mob of drunken Anarchists and rebels. That is the record of the night’s work by the Debs strikers in the Stock-Yards District.

They started early in the afternoon…. They were done by 10 o’clock; at that hour they had a roaring wall of fire down the tracks…. The flames of their kindling reddened the southwestern sky so that the whole city could know they were at work.

This work the rioters did calmly and systematically. They seemed to work with a deliberate plan. There was none of the wild howlings and ravings that marked their work of the night before.

4. Viewpoint of the Government: President Cleveland
President Grover Cleveland issued Proclamation 366 (below) with the goal of restoring “Law and Order in the State of Illinois” on July 8, 1894. The order included use of the army and U.S. marshals to put down the strikers and restore railroad service.
A Proclamation: Whereas, by reason of unlawful obstructions, combinations, and assemblages of persons, it has become impracticable, in the judgment of the President, to enforce by the ordinary course of judicial proceedings the laws of the United States within the State of Illinois, and especially in the city of Chicago within said State; and

Whereas, for the purpose of enforcing the faithful execution of the laws of the United States and protecting its property and removing obstructions to the United States mails in the State and city aforesaid, the President has employed a part of the military forces of the United States:

Now, therefore, I, Grover Cleveland, President of the United States, do hereby admonish all good citizens and all persons who may be or may come within the city and State aforesaid against aiding, countenancing, encouraging, or taking any part in such unlawful obstructions, combinations, and assemblages; and I hereby warn all persons engaged in or in any way connected with such unlawful obstructions, combinations, and assemblages to disperse and retire peaceably to their respective abodes on or before 12 o'clock noon on the 9th day of July instant.

Those who disregard this warning and persist in taking part with a riotous mob in forcibly resisting and obstructing the execution of the laws of the United States or interfering with the functions of the Government or destroying or attempting to destroy the property belonging to the United States or under its protection can not be regarded otherwise than as public enemies.

Troops employed against such a riotous mob will act with all the moderation and forbearance consistent with the accomplishment of the desired end, but the stern necessities that confront them will not with certainty permit discrimination between guilty participants and those who are mingled with them from curiosity and without criminal intent. The only safe course, therefore, for those not actually unlawfully participating is to abide at their homes, or at least not to be found in the neighborhood of riotous assemblages.

While there will be no hesitation or vacillation in the decisive treatment of the guilty, this warning is especially intended to protect and save the innocent.

In testimony whereof I have hereunto set my hand and caused the seal of the United States to be hereto affixed.

Done at the city of Washington, this 8th day of July, A. D. 1894, and of the Independence of the United States the one hundred and nineteenth.

GROVER CLEVELAND

5. Position of American Railroad Union
American Railroad Union President Eugene Debs was jailed for defying a court order to stop the nationwide Pullman strike, which had paralyzed national railroad traffic, including the mail of the U.S. Postal Service. Debs eventually served six months in prison for his defiance and – reading the words of Karl Marx in prison – emerged from jail a socialist. (A socialist believes that government – not private individuals – should own all the land and tools of industry.) More moderate unions such as the American Federation of Labor (AFL), with whom Debs would later become rivals over the socialism issue, helped raise a legal fund for Debs' defense during the Pullman strike. Debs issued these remarks on his release from Woodstock Jail, November 22, 1895.
...In the great Pullman strike the American Railway Union challenged the power of corporations in a way that had not previously been done, and the analyzation of this fact serves to expand it to proportions that the most conservative men of the nation regard with alarm.

It must be borne in mind that the American Railway Union did not challenge the government. It threw down no gauntlet to courts or armies—it simply resisted the invasion of the rights of workingmen by corporations. It challenged and defied the power of corporations. Thrice armed with a just cause, the organization believed that justice would win for labor a notable victory, and the records proclaim that its confidence was not misplaced.

The corporations, left to their own resources of money, mendacity and malice, of thugs and ex—convicts, leeches and lawyers, would have been overwhelmed with defeat and the banners of organized labor would have floated triumphant in the breeze.

This the corporations saw and believed—hence the crowning act of infamy in which the federal courts and the federal armies participated, and which culminated in the defeat of labor.

Had this been all, the simple defeat of a labor organization, however disrupted and despoiled, this grand convocation of the lovers of liberty would never have been heard of. The robbed, idle and blacklisted victims of defeat would have suffered in silence in their darkened homes amidst the sobbings and wailings of wives and children. It would have been the oft repeated old, old story, heard along the track of progress and poverty for three—quarters of a century in the United States, where brave men, loyal to law and duty, have struck to better their condition or to resist degradation, and have gone down in defeat. But the defeat of the American Railway Union involved questions of law, constitution and government which, all things considered, are without a parallel in court and governmental proceedings under the constitution of the Republic. And it is this judicial and administrative usurpation of power to override the rights of states and strike down the liberties of the people that has conferred upon the incidents connected with the Pullman strike such commanding importance as to attract the attention of men of the highest attainments in constitutional law and of statesmen who, like Jefferson, view with alarm the processes by which the Republic is being wrecked and a despotism reared upon its ruins.

I have said that in the great battle of labor fought in 1894 between the American Railway Union and the Corporations banded together under the name of the “General Managers’ Association,” victory would have perched upon the standards of labor if the battle had been left to these contending forces —and this statement, which has been verified and established beyond truthful contradiction, suggests the inquiry, what other resources had the Corporations aside from their money and the strength which their federation conferred?

In replying to the question, I am far within the limits of accepted facts when I say the country stood amazed as the corporations put forth their latent powers to debauch such departments of the government as were required to defeat labor in the greatest struggle for the right that was ever chronicled in the United States.

Defeated at every point, their plans all frustrated, out-generaled in tactics and strategy, while the hopes of labor were brightening and victory was in sight, the corporations, goaded to desperation, played their last card in the game of oppression by an appeal to the federal judiciary and to the federal administration. To this appeal the response came quick as lightning from a storm cloud. It was an exhibition of the debauching power of money which the country had never before beheld.

The people had long been familiar with such expressions as “money talks,” “money rules,” and they had seen the effects of its power in legislatures and in congress. They were conversant with jay Gould’s methods of gaining his legal victories by. “buying a judge” in critical cases. They had tracked this money power, this behemoth beast of prey, into every corporate enterprise evolved by our modern civilization, as hunters track tigers in India jungles, but never before in the history of the country had they seen it grasp with paws and jaws the government of the United States and bend it to its will and make it a mere travesty of its pristine grandeur....

6. What the law says: Sherman Anti-Trust Act of 1890 

The Cleveland Presidency and the courts interpreted this clause of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act below to apply against union violence in the Pullman strike and other union cases, though the law was passed to stop corporate titans from monopolizing industry – not to stop labor unions negotiating for higher wages. 
Chap. 647. An Act to protect trade and commerce against unlawful restraints and monopolies. July 2, 1890. 

Sec. 1. Every contract, combination in the form of trust or otherwise, or conspiracy, in restraint of trade or commerce among the several States, or with foreign nations, is hereby declared to be illegal. Every person who shall make any such contract or engage in any such combination or conspiracy, shall be deemed guilty of a misdemeanor, and, on conviction thereof, shall be punished by fine not exceeding five thousand dollars, or by imprisonment not exceeding one year, or by both said punishments, in the discretion of the court....

Sec. 4. The several circuit courts of the United States are hereby invested with jurisdiction to prevent and restrain violations of this act; and it shall be the duty of the several district attorneys of the United States, in their respective districts, under the direction of the Attorney-General, to institute proceedings in equity to prevent and restrain such violations. Such proceedings may be by way of petition setting forth the case and praying that such violation shall be enjoined or otherwise prohibited. When the parties complained of shall have been duly notified of such petition the court shall proceed, as soon as may be, to the hearing and determination of the case; and pending such petition and before final decree, the court may at any time make such temporary restraining order or prohibition as shall be deemed just in the premises.

7. Viewpoint of the Catholic Church: On unions and socialism
Following are excerpts from Pope Leo XIII's encyclical Rerum Novarum, published in 1891, which was the origin of Catholic Church social teaching on unions, the rights and obligations of workers and their employers, and the social philosophy that government should own the means of production called “socialism.”
[On Socialism]To remedy these wrongs the socialists, working on the poor man's envy of the rich, are striving to do away with private property, and contend that individual possessions should become the common property of all, to be administered by the State or by municipal bodies. They hold that by thus transferring property from private individuals to the community, the present mischievous state of things will be set to rights, inasmuch as each citizen will then get his fair share of whatever there is to enjoy. But their contentions are so clearly powerless to end the controversy that were they carried into effect the working man himself would be among the first to suffer. They are, moreover, emphatically unjust, for they would rob the lawful possessor, distort the functions of the State, and create utter confusion in the community.... Hence, it is clear that the main tenet of socialism, community of goods, must be utterly rejected, since it only injures those whom it would seem meant to benefit, is directly contrary to the natural rights of mankind, and would introduce confusion and disorder into the commonweal. The first and most fundamental principle, therefore, if one would undertake to alleviate the condition of the masses, must be the inviolability of private property....

[On Unions] For, to enter into a "society" of this kind is the natural right of man; and the State has for its office to protect natural rights, not to destroy them; and, if it forbid its citizens to form associations, it contradicts the very principle of its own existence, for both they and it exist in virtue of the like principle, namely, the natural tendency of man to dwell in society. This being established, we proceed to show where the remedy sought for must be found....

Associations of every kind, and especially those of working men, are now far more common than heretofore. As regards many of these there is no need at present to inquire whence they spring, what are their objects, or what the means they imply. Now, there is a good deal of evidence in favor of the opinion that many of these societies are in the hands of secret leaders, and are managed on principles ill - according with Christianity and the public well-being; and that they do their utmost to get within their grasp the whole field of labor, and force working men either to join them or to starve. Under these circumstances Christian working men must do one of two things: either join associations in which their religion will be exposed to peril, or form associations among themselves and unite their forces so as to shake off courageously the yoke of so unrighteous and intolerable an oppression. No one who does not wish to expose man's chief good to extreme risk will for a moment hesitate to say that the second alternative should by all means be adopted.

Reflection

1. Why did the workers strike?

2. According to George Pullman, why wouldn't he commit wage and rent disputes to an independent arbiter?

3. What was the reaction of some union members to the news that management wouldn't meet with them?

4. What caused the cutbacks and layoffs before the strike?

5. Company “stock” is basically a share of ownership in a company that an investor buys at the stock market. Traditionally, the purpose in owning stock in a company is to get an annual or quarterly cash payment from the company in proportion to the number of stock shares a person owns, which is called a dividend. During the crisis, the stock dividend payment to shareholders was two cents on every dollar of stock. Stock holders of the Pullman company included the very rich – who hope to increase their money – and some very poor people who are retired and rely upon the money to buy the food, clothing and shelter they need to live. Union organizers like Eugene Debs says company owners need to spend more on labor and less on dividends for the rich. CEO George Pullman says that he has an obligation to the owners of the company to provide a reward for their investment, and that if wages are not good enough for workers, they can find work in another company anytime they are not happy at the Pullman company. Who, in your view, is right? Justify your opinion using a short quote from “Rerum Novarum.”

6. About one-third of the employees of the Pullman company lived in George Pullman's planned community and paid rent to his company. What kind of conflict-of-interest could develop if a man's employer and his landlord is the same person? 

7. Pope Leo XIII says in Rerum Novarum that men have a natural right to associate into unions, but he condemns some unions elsewhere in the document. Why?

8. What is Pope Leo XIII's opinion of socialism? 

9. In your view, is a labor union's collective bargaining for wages a form of “combination in the form of trust or otherwise, or conspiracy, in restraint of trade or commerce among the several States” as the federal government argued? If not, why not, since it shut down much of the nation's railway traffic? If so, does that make it a bad thing? 

10. If you were George Pullman, how would you have resolved the Pullman strike? Be sure to explain how you would have explained yourself to both your stockholders – rich and poor – as well as your workers.

11. If you were President Cleveland, how would you have resolved the violence? Was use of the army – and violation of the Posse Comitatus Act – necessary?

12. In your view, what loyalty does the head of a company owe to the company's employees? What loyalty does he owe to his investors/stockholders? 

