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The Shame of the Cities

Lincoln Steffens

The Philadelphia machine isn't the best. It isn't sound, and I doubt if it would stand in New York or Chicago. The enduring strength of the typical American political machine is that it is a natural growth-a sucker, but deep-rooted in the people. The New Yorkers vote for Tammany Hall. The Philadelphians do not vote; they are disfranchised, and their disfranchisement is one anchor of the foundation of the Philadelphia organization. 

This is no figure of speech. The honest citizens of Philadelphia have no more rights at the polls than the negroes down South. Nor do they fight very hard for this basic privilege. You can arouse their Republican ire by talking about the black Republican votes lost in the Southern States by white Democratic intimidation, but if you remind the average Philadelphian that he is in the same position, he will look startled, then say, "That's so, that's literally true, only I never thought of it in just that way." And it is literally true. 

The machine controls the whole process of voting, and practices fraud at every stage. The assessor's list is the voting list, and the assessor is the machine's man. . . . The assessor pads the list with the names of dead dogs, children, and non-existent persons. One newspaper printed the picture of a dog, another that of a little four-year-old negro boy, down on such a list. 
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Rudolph Blankenburg, a persistent fighter for the right and the use of the right to vote (and, by the way, an immigrant), sent out just before one election a registered letter to each voter on the rolls of a certain selected division. Sixty-three per cent were returned marked "not at," "removed," "deceased," etc. From one four-story house where forty-four voters were addressed, eighteen letters came back undelivered; from another of forty-eight voters, came back forty-one letters; from another sixty-one out of sixty-two; from another, forty-four out of forty-seven. Six houses in one division were assessed at one hundred and seventy-two voters, more than the votes cast in the previous election in any one of two hundred entire divisions. The repeating is done boldly, for the machine controls the election officers, often choosing them from among the fraudulent names; and when no one appears to serve, assigning the heeler ready for the expected vacancy. 
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Ida M. Tarbell 
History of the Standard Oil Company
      Now, in 1872 Mr. Rockefeller owned a successful refinery in Cleveland.  He had the advantage of water transportation a part of the year, access to two great trunk lines the year around.  Under such able management as he could give it, his concern was bound to go on, given the demand for refined oil.  It was bound to draw other firms to it.  When he went into the South Improvement Company, it was not to save his own business but to destroy others.  When he worked so persistently to secure rebates after the breaking up of the South Improvement Company, it was in the face of an industry united against them. 

      It was not to save his business that he compelled the Empire Transportation Company to go out of the oil business in 1877.  Nothing but grave mismanagement could have destroyed his business at that moment; it was to get every refinery in the country but his own out of the way.  It was not the necessity to save his business which compelled Mr. Rockefeller to make war on the Tidewater.  He and the Tidewater could both have lived.  It was to prevent prices of transportation and of  refined oil going down under competition.  What necessity was there for Mr. Rockfeller trying to prevent the United States Pipe Line doing business?  Only the greed of power and money.  Every great campaign against rival interests which the Standard Oil Company has carried on has been inaugurated, not to save its life but to build up and sustain a monopoly in the oil industry.  These are not mere affirmations of a hostile critic; they are facts proved by documents and figures 
  
Very often people who admit the facts, are willing to see that Mr. Rockfeller has employed force and fraud to secure his ends, justify him by declaring, “It’s business.” That is, “it’s business”  has come to be a legitimate excuse for hard dealing, sly tricks, special privileges.  It is a common enough thing to hear men arguing that the ordinary laws of morality do not apply in business.  Now, if the Standard Oil Company were the only concern in the country guilty of the practices which have given it monopolistic power, this story would never have been written.  Were it alone in these methods, public scorn would long ago have made short work of the Standard Oil Company. But it is simply the most conspicuous type of what can be done by these practices.  The methods it employs with such acumen, persistency, and secrecy are employed by all sorts of businessmen, from corner grocers up to bankers.  If exposed, they are excused on the ground that this is business.  If the point is pushed, frequently the defender of the practice falls back on the Christian doctrine of charity, and points that we are erring mortals and must allow for each other’s weaknesses!—an excuse which, if carried to its legitimate conclusion, would leave our businessmen weeping on one another’s shoulder's over human frailty, while they picked one another's pockets. 

   One of the most depressing features of the ethical side of the matter is that instead of such methods arousing contempt they are more or less openly admired.  And this is logical.  Canonize “business success,” and men who make a success like that of the Standard Oil Trust become national heroes! 

  And what are we going to do about it, for it is our business?  We the people of the United States, and nobody else, must cure whatever is wrong in the industrial situation,  typified  by this narrative of the growth of the Standard Oil Company.  That our first task is to secure free and equal transportation privileges by rail, pipe and waterway is evident.  It is not an easy matter.  It is one which may require operations which will seem severe; but the whole system of discrimination has been nothing but violence, and those who have profited by it cannot complain if the curing of the evils they have wrought bring  hardship in turn on them.  At all events, until the transportation matter is settled, and right , the monopolistic trust will be with us --  a leech on our pockets, a barrier to our free efforts. 

       As for the ethical side,  there is no cure but in an increasing scorn of unfair play, an increasing sense that a thing won by breaking the rules of the game is not worth the winning.  When the businessman who fights to secure special privileges, to crowd his competitor off the track by other than fair competitive methods, receives the same summary disdainful ostracism by his fellows that the doctor of lawyer who is “unprofessional,” the athlete who abuses the rules, receives, we shall have gone a long way toward making commerce a fit pursuit for our young men. 
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John Spargo
The Bitter Cry of the Children
A British reformer who moved to the United States in 1901, John Spargo became an influential muckraker. His book The Bitter Cry of the Children (1906), passages of which follow, addressed the controversial subject of child labor. 

Work in the coal breakers is exceedingly hard and dangerous. Crouched over the chutes, the boys sit hour after hour, picking out the pieces of slate and other refuse from the coal as it rushes past to the washers. From the cramped position they have to assume, most of them become more or less deformed and bent-backed like old men… 

The coal is hard, and accidents to the hands, such as cut, broken, or crushed fingers, are common among the boys. Sometimes there is a worse accident: a terrified shriek is heard, and a boy is mangled and torn in the machinery, or disappears in the chute to be picked out later smothered and dead. Clouds of dust fill the breakers and are inhaled by the boys, laying the foundations for asthma and miners’ consumption. 

I once stood in a breaker for half an hour and tried to do the work a twelve year old boy was doing day after day, for ten hours at a stretch, for sixty cents a day. The gloom of the breaker appalled me. Outside the sun shone brightly, the air was (clear), and the birds sang in chorus with the trees and the rivers. Within the breaker there was blackness, clouds of deadly dust enfolded everything, the harsh, grinding roar of the machinery and the ceaseless rushing of coal through the chutes filled the ears. I tried to pick out the pieces of slate from the hurrying stream of coal, often missing them; my hands were bruised and cut in a few minutes; I was covered from head to foot with coal dust… 

From the breakers the boys graduate to the mine depths, where they become door tenders, switch boys, or mule drivers. Here, far below the surface, work is still more dangerous. At fourteen or fifteen the boys assume the same risk a s the men, and are surrounded by the same perils. Nor is it in Pennsylvania only that these conditions exist. In the bituminous mines of West Virginia, boys of nine or ten are frequently employed. I once met one little fellow ten years old in Mt. Carbon, W. Va., last year as a "trap boy." Think of what it means to be a trap boy at ten years of age. It means to sit alone in dark mine passage hour after hour, with no human soul near; to see no living creature except the mules as they pass with their loads, or a rat or two seeking to share one’s meal; to stand in water or mud that covers the ankles, chilled to the marrow by the cold drafts that rush in when you open the trap door for the mules to pass through; to work for fourteen hours—waiting –opening and shutting a door—then waiting again—for sixty cents; to reach the surface when all is wrapped in the mantle of night, and to fall to the earth exhausted and have to be carried away to the nearest "shack" to be revived before it is possible to walk to the farther shack called "home." 

  Boys twelve years of age may be legally employed in the mines of West Virginia, by day or by night, and for as many hours as the employers care to make them toil or their bodies will stand the strain. Where the disregard of child life is such that this may be done openly and with legal sanction, it is easy to believe what miners have again and again told me—that there are hundreds of little boys of nine and ten years of age employed in the coal mines of this state. 

