Module 05: Industrialization and Its Discontents: The Great Strike of

1877

Evidence 23: A "'Striker," ""Fair Wages," September 1877

A

Introduction

In the article below, published in the North American Review, a striking
worker offered his views on what the struggle was ultimately about.

Questions to Consider

e« To what does the author compare economic conditions in America?

« What basic right does the author claim laborers possess?

« How does the author define "fair wages?"

« How does he respond to those who argue that labor and capital must
conform to the laws of supply and demand?

Document

The newspapers have fallen into line to defend the railway companies, who
thus have brought all the great guns of public opinion to bear on one side of
the fight, so the strikers have got the worst of it before the community. We
have been so handled that if a workingman stands out to speak his mind,
the public have theirs so full of pictures of him and his doings in the
illustrated papers, that he is listened to as if he was a convicted rough
pleading in mitigation of penalty, instead of an honest and sincere man
asking for a fair show. | would not have any one mistake what my
principles are and have been. | don't envy any man who has wealth,
whether it is ill-gotten or not. I am a workingman, therefore an honest one,
and would refuse a dollar | did not earn, for I am neither a beggar to accept
charity nor a thief to take what belongs to another, however he came by it.
If it be his according to law, I, for one, am ready to protect him in his legal
rights, and in return | want to be protected in what | believe to be mine.

. . .[1]t seems to me, the power has got fixed so long in one set of hands
that things are settling down into a condition like what my father left behind
him in Europe forty years ago, and what stands there still. | mean the
slavery of labor. The landed aristocracy over there made the feudal system,



just as the moneyed men of this continent are now making a ruling class.
As the aristocracy used to make war on each other, so in our time the
millionaires live on each other's ruin. As the feudal lords hired mercenary
soldiers to garrison their strongholds and to prey on the common people, so
the railway lords and stock-exchange barons hire a mercenary press to
defend their power, the object of both being the same: the spoils of labor.
It looks very like as though this country was settling down into the form
and system we fled from in Europe. . . .

We are sick of this game, we are soul-weary of looking around for some
sympathy or spirit of justice, and, finding none, we turn to each other and
form brotherhoods and unions, depots of the army of labor, officered by the
skilled mechanic.

This organized force is now in process of formation, and prepared to meet
the great questions of the age: Has labor any rights? If so, what are they?
Our claim is simple. We demand fair wages.

We say that the man able and willing to work, and for whom there is work
to do, is entitled to wages sufficient to provide him with enough food,
shelter, and clothing to sustain and preserve his health and strength. We
contend that the employer has no right to speculate on starvation when he
reduces wages below a living figure, saying, if we refuse that remuneration,
there are plenty of starving men out of work that will gladly accept half a
load instead of no bread.

We contend that to regard the laboring class in this manner is to consider
them as the captain of a slave-ship regards his cargo, who throws
overboard those unable to stand their sufferings. Let those who know the
South before the war now go amongst the mining districts of Pennsylvania,
and compare the home of the white laborer with the quarters of the slave;
let them compare the fruits of freedom with the produce of slavery!

. . .Itis manifestly unjust that the workingman should be subject to under
wages in bad times, if he has not the equivalent of over wages in good
times. If railroad companies in concert with the laboring class had
established a tariff of labor, and paid a bonus on wages at every
distribution of dividends, that bonus being in proportion to the profits of the
road, so that each man becomes a shareholder in his very small way, then
he would have submitted to bear his share of distress when all were called



on to share trouble, but to share it equally and alike.

When folks say that labor and capital must find, by the laws of demand and
supply, their natural relations to each other in all commercial enterprises,
and neither one has any rights it can enforce on the other, they take if for
granted that the labor "market" is, like the produce market, liable to natural
fluctuations. If that were so, we should not complain. But it is not. The
labor market has got to be [i.e., become] like the stock and share market;
a few large capitalists control it and make what prices they please. This sort
of game may ruin the gamblers in stocks, and injure those who invest, but
the trouble is confined mostly to those who deserve to lose or those who
can afford it.

But not so when the same practice operates in the labor market. The
capitalist must not gamble with the bread of the workingman, of if he does,
let him regard where the speculation led France one hundred years ago,
when the financiers made a corner in flour, and the people broke the ring
with the axe of the guillotine. . . .

Source:
A "Striker," "Fair Wages," North American Review 125, no. 258 (September
1877), 322-326.



