
 

 

Samuel Gompers Letter on labor in industrial society to 
Judge Peter Grosscup September 1894 

Introduction 

Samuel Gompers was one of the founders of the American 
Federation of Labor in 1886 and, except for one year, its 
president until his death in 1924. Compers wrote this 

letter to Judge Peter Grosscup. Crosscup was one of the 
federal judges who issued an injunction against Eugene V. 

Debs and the American Railway Union to restrain them 
from interfering with interstate commerce or the 
transportation of mail during the strike against the 

Pullman Company in 1894. When the inlunction was 
violated, Grosscup joined with the district attorney and 

others in a telegram to President Cleveland calling for 
federal troops. At the same time he summoned a grand 
jury to hear charges against Debs. In his charge to the 

jury, which commended much attention, Grosscup stated 
the classic anti-labor thesis that union organizing was a 

conspiracy and defended the use of injunctions to restrain 
such "conspiracies." Gompers here criticizes Grosscup for 
his charge to the jury and affirms the larger social need 

for union organization. 

 
You say that as you stated in your charge to the 

Grand Jury, you believe in labor Organizations 
within such lawful and reasonable limits as will 

make them a service to the laboring man, and not a 
menace to the lawful institutions of the country. 

I have had the pleasure of reading your charge to 
the Grand Jury, and have only partially been able to 
discover how far you believe in labor Organizations. 

You would certainly have no objection officially or 
personally to workingmen organizing, and in their 

meetings discuss perhaps "the origin of man," 
benignly smiling upon each other, and declaring 

that all existing things are right, going to their 
wretched homes to find some freedom in sleep from gnawing hunger. You 

would have them extol the virtues of monopolists and wreckers of the people's 
welfare. You would not have them consider seriously the fact that more than 
two millions of their fellows are unemployed, and though willing and able, 

cannot find the opportunity to work, in order that they may sustain themselves, 
their wives and their children. You would not have them consider seriously the 



 

 

fact that Pullman who has grown so rich from the toil of his workingmen, that 
he can riot in luxury, while he heartlessly turns these very workmen out of their 

tenements into the streets and leave to the tender mercies of corporate greed. 
Nor would you have them ponder upon the hundreds of other Pullmans of 

different names. 

You know, or ought to know, that the introduction of machinery is turning into 
idleness thousands, faster than new industries are founded, and yet, machinery 

certainly should not be either destroyed or hampered in its full development. 
The laborer is a man, he is made warm by the same sun and made cold-yes, 

colder-by the same winter as you are. He has a heart and brain, and feels and 
knows the human and paternal instinct for those depending upon him as keenly 

as do you. 

What shall the workers do? Sit idly by and see the vast resources of nature and 
the human mind be utilized and monopolized for the benefit of the comparative 

few? No. The laborers must learn to think and act, and soon, too, that only by 
the power of organization, and common concert of action, can either their 

manhood be maintained, their rights to life (work to sustain it) be recognized, 
and liberty and rights secured. 

Since you say that you favor labor organizations within certain limits, will you 

kindly give to thousands of your anxious fellow citizens what you believe the 
workers could and should do in their organizations to solve this great problem? 

Not what they should not do. You have told us that. 

I am not one of those who regards the entire past as a failure. I recognize the 
progress made and the improved conditions of which nearly the entire civilized 

world are the beneficiaries. 1 ask you to explain, however, that if the wealth of 
the whole world is, as you say, "pre-eminently and beneficially the nation's 

wealth," how is it that thousands of able-bodied, willing, earnest men and 
women are suffering the pangs of hunger? We may boast of our wealth and 

civilization, but to the hungry man and woman and child our progress is a 
hollow mockery, our civilization a sham, and our "national wealth" a chimera. 

You recognize that the industrial forces set in motion by steam and electricity 

have materially changed the structure of our civilization. You also admit that a 
system has grown up where the accumulations of the individual have passed 

from his control into that of representative combinations and trusts, and that 
the tendency in this direction is on the increase. How, then, can you 

consistently criticize the workingmen for recognizing that as individuals they can 
have no influence in deciding what the wages, hours of toil and conditions of 

employment shall be? 

You evidently have observed the growth of corporate wealth and influence. You 
recognize that wealth, in order to become more highly productive, is 



 

 

concentrated into fewer hands, and controlled by representatives and directors, 
and yet you sing the old siren song that the workingman should depend entirely 

upon his own "individual effort." 

The school of laissez faire, of which you seem to be a pronounced advocate, has 

produced great men in advocating the theory of each for himself, and his 
Satanic Majesty taking the hindermost, but the most pronounced advocates of 
your school of thought in economics have, when practically put to the test, been 

compelled to admit that combination and organization of the toiling masses are 
essential both to prevent the deterioration and to secure an improvement in the 

condition of the wage earners. 

If, as you say, the success of commercial society depends upon the full play of 
competition, why do not you and your confreres turn your attention and direct 

the shafts of your attacks against the trusts and corporations, business 
wreckers and manipulators in the food products -the necessities of the people. 

Why garland your thoughts in beautiful phrase when speaking of these modern 
vampires, and steep your pen in gall when writing of the laborers' eftorts to 

secure some of the advantages accruing from the concentrated thought and 
genius of the ages? 

One becomes enraptured in reading the beauty of your description of modern 

progress. Could you have had in mind the miners of Spring Valley or 
Pennsylvania, or the clothing workers of the sweat shops of New York or 

Chicago when you grandiloquently dilate, 

"Who is not rich to-day when compared with his ancestors of a century ago? 
The steamboat and the railroad bring to his breakfast table the coffees of Java 

and Brazil, the fruits from Florida and California, and the steaks from the plains. 
The loom arrays him in garments and the factories furnish him with a dwelling 

that the richest contemporaries of his grandfather would have envied. With 
health and industry he is a prince." 

Probably you have not read within the past year of babies dying of starvation at 
their mothers' breasts. More than likely the thousands of men lying upon the 
bare stones night after night in the City Hall of Chicago last winter escaped your 

notice. You may not have heard of the cry for bread that was sounded through 
this land of plenty by thousands of honest men and women. But should these 

and many other painful incidents have passed you by unnoticed, I am fearful 
that you may learn of them with keener thoughts with the coming sleets and 

blasts of winter. 

You say that "labor cannot afford to attack capital." Let me remind you that 
labor has no quarrel with capital, as such. It is merely the possessors of capital 

who refuse to accord to labor the recognition, the right, the justice which is the 
laborers' due, with whom we contend. 



 

 

See what is implied by your contemptuous reference to the laborer when you 
ask, "Will the conqueror destroy his trophy?" Who ever heard of a conqueror 

marching unitedly with his trophy, as you would have them? But if by your 
comparison you mean that the conqueror is the corporation, the trust, the 

capitalist class, and ask then whether they would destroy their trophy, I would 
have you ask the widows and orphans of the thousands of men killed annually 

through the avarice of railroad corporations refusing to avail themsdves of 
modern appliances in coupling and other improvements on their railroads. 

Inquire from the thousands of women and children whose husbands or fathers 

were suffocated or crushed in the mines through the rapacious greed of 
stockholders clamoring for more dividends. Investigate the sweating dens of the 

large cities. Go to the mills, factories, through the country. Visit the modern 
tenement houses or hovels in which thousands of workers are compelled to eke 

out an existence. Ask these whether the conqueror (monopoly) cares whether 
his trophy (the laborers) is destroyed or preserved. Ascertain from employers 

whether the laborer is not regarded the same as a machine, thrown out as soon 
as all the work possible has been squeezed out of him. 

Are you aware that all the legislation ever secured for the ventilation or safety 

of mines, factory or workshop is the result of the efforts of organized labor? Do 
you know that the trade unions were the shield for the seven-year-old children 

from being the conqueror's trophy until they become somewhat older? And that 
the reform atory laws now on the statute books, protecting or defending the 

trophies of both sexes, young and old, from the fond care of the conquerors, 
were wrested from Congresses, legislatures and parliaments despite the 

Pullmans, the Jeffries, the Ricks, the Tafts, the Williams, the Woods, or the 
Grosscups. 

By what right, sir, do you assume that the labor organizations do not conduct 

their affairs within lawful limits, or that they are a menace to the lawful 
institutions of the country? Is it because some thoughtless or overzealous 

member at a time of great excitement and smarting under a wrong may violate 
under a law or commit an improper act? Would you apply the same rule to the 

churches, the other moral agencies and organizations that you do to the 
organizations of labor? If you did, the greatest moral force of life to-day, the 
trade unions, would certainly stand out the clearest, brightest and purest. 

Because a certain class (for which you and a number of your colleagues on the 
bench seem to be the special pleaders) have a monopoly in their lines of trade, 

I submit that this is no good reason for their claim to have a monopoly on true 
patriotism or respect for the lawful institutions of the country. 

Year by year man's liberties are trampled under foot at the bidding of 
corporations and trusts, rights are invaded and law perverted. In all ages 
wherever a tyrant has shown himself he has always found some willing judge to 



 

 

clothe that tyranny in the robes of legality, and modern capitalism has proven 
no exception to the rule. 

You may not know that the labor movement as represented by the trades 
unions, stands for right, for justice, for liberty. You may not imagine that the 

issuance of an injunction depriving men of a legal as well as a natural right to 
protect themselves, their wives and little ones, must fail of its purpose. 
Repression or oppression never yet succeeded in crushing the truth or 

redressing a wrong. 

In conclusion let me assure you that labor will organize and more compactly 

than ever and upon practical lines, and despite relentless antagonism, achieve 
for humanity a nobler manhood, a more beautiful womanhood and a happier 
childhood. 

 


