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Introduction 

The story of labor in the United States often highlights strikes, legislation, and union leaders. 

Less visible are the voices of Black workers who navigated racism while pushing for dignity on 

the job. Among them were the Pullman Porters, men hired to serve on luxury train cars built by 

the Pullman Company. Though their work involved long hours, low pay, and constant 

surveillance, they helped lay the groundwork for modern civil rights movements by organizing 

the first major Black-led labor union. 

This paper explores how Pullman Porters challenged exploitation, created networks of resistance, 

and reshaped the conversation around Black labor in the early twentieth century. The focus spans 

the years between the founding of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters in 1925 and the 

signing of their first labor contract in 1937, extending through the postwar period until 1948, 

when their influence began to reach wider audiences. 
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Working Conditions and Racial Hierarchies 

The Pullman Company built a reputation around luxury and service. Black men were hired as 

porters, expected to work silently, always smiling, and always on-call. They were required to buy 

their own uniforms and supplies. Pay was low, and most of it came from tips handed out by 

white passengers. A typical porter worked more than 400 hours a month, often with no set 

schedule and little rest between routes. 

Supervisors tracked their behavior constantly. Porters could be fired for speaking out, asking 

questions, or being perceived as disrespectful. Most workers had no legal protections. Company 

leaders referred to employees by their first names or called them "George," after George 

Pullman, regardless of identity. 

Despite this, porters became some of the most widely traveled Black men in the country. They 

carried newspapers, letters, and books between cities. They shared information across regional 

boundaries. Their job, though confined in many ways, gave them tools to organize quietly and 

steadily. 

The Rise of the Brotherhood 

In 1925, A. Philip Randolph, a socialist writer and editor, was invited to lead a new union effort. 

The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) began with limited resources and intense 

resistance. The Pullman Company launched an immediate campaign to break it apart. Spies were 

hired. Porters were threatened. Some lost their jobs just for attending meetings. 
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Still, the Brotherhood continued. Members paid dues in secret and hid flyers in lockers. Meetings 

were held quietly in churches, barbershops, and homes. Randolph spoke often about the dignity 

of labor. He stressed that Black workers deserved contracts, fair wages, and protection like any 

other organized labor group. 

By 1935, after years of slow progress, the American Federation of Labor granted the BSCP 

official recognition. Two years later, the union signed its first contract. Wages improved. Hours 

were regulated. Dismissals without cause dropped. It was the first time Black workers had 

secured such terms in a major national industry. 

Broader Influence and Lasting Impact 

After 1937, the Brotherhood did not stop organizing. Members began mentoring younger 

workers. They spoke at schools and public gatherings. Their success inspired other Black labor 

groups to take action. Porters helped circulate the Chicago Defender, a key Black newspaper. 

Many carried leaflets, civil rights essays, and voting guides in their suitcases. 

In the 1940s, Randolph pushed for federal action. He helped organize the March on Washington 

Movement in 1941, demanding equal defense jobs during World War II. That pressure led 

President Roosevelt to issue Executive Order 8802, banning racial discrimination in the defense 

industry. 

By 1948, the legacy of the Brotherhood had reached well beyond train cars. Their story became 

part of a larger conversation about equality, labor rights, and national policy. Though often left 
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out of mainstream accounts, their impact remains deeply rooted in the timeline of American 

labor history. 

Conclusion 

The Pullman Porters were more than service workers. They were organizers, educators, and 

movement builders. Through quiet persistence and collective strength, they reshaped labor 

history while confronting the racism that defined their daily lives. Their story challenges narrow 

definitions of resistance and expands the meaning of progress. The tracks they walked led further 

than anyone expected, and their voices still echo in the struggle for justice. 
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