IT MATTERS

BECAUSE

Workers tried to form unions in the 1800s, hoping to improve
wages, hours, and working conditions. Business leadersworked

with some trade unions but generally opposed industriol
unions. Strikes during this era sometimes led to violence, which
hurt the unions' imoge and slowed their growth.
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arbitration
injunction

G

closed shop
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As you read

about the

increase of labor unions in the late
1800s, complete a time line similar to

the one below by filling in the year of
each incident of labor unrest discussed
and the results of each incident.
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did workers try to form unions in the lote 1 800s?

Life for workers in the industrial United States was difficult. Many
workers performed dull, repetitive tasks in dangerous, unhealthy
working conditions. Workers breathed in lint, dust, and toxic fumes.
Heavy machines lacking safety devices led to injuries. Despite these
conditions, industrialism led to a dramatic rise in the standard of
living. The average worker's wages rose by 50 percent between 1860
and 1890. Nevertheless, the uneven division of income between the
wealthy and the working class caused resentment among workers.
In 1900 the average industrial worker made 22Q per hour and
worked 59 hours per week.
Deflation, or a rise in the value of money, added to tensions.
Between 1865 and 1897, deflation caused prices to fall, which increased
the buying power of workers'wages. Although companies cut wages
regularly in the late 1800s, prices fell even faster, so that wages were
actually still going up in buying power. Workers, however, resented
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getting less money. Eventually, many concluded that they needed a
union to bargain for higher wages and better working conditions.

Early Unions
There were two basic types of industrial workers in the United
States in the 1800s-craft workers and common laborers. Craft
workers, such as machinists, iron molders, stonecutters,
shoemakers, and printers, had special skills and training. They
received higher wages and had more control over their time.
Common laborers had few skills and received lower wages.
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In the 1830s, as industrialization began to spread, craft workers began
to form trade unions. By 1873, there were 30 national trade unions in the
United States. Among the largest and most successful were the Iron
Molders' International Union, the International Typographical Union, and
the Knights of St. Crispin-the shoemakers' union.

Opposition to Unions
Employers often had to negotiate with trade unions because the unions
represented workers whose skills they needed. Employers, however,
generally viewed unions as conspiracies that interfered with property
rights. Business leaders particularly opposed industrial unions, which
united all the workers in a particular industry.
Companies used several techniques to stop workers from forming
unions. They required workers to take oaths or sign contracts promising
not to join a union. They hired detectives to identify union organizers.
Workers who tried to organize a union or strike were fired and placed on
a blacklist-a list of "troublemakers"-so that no company would hire
them. Companies used "lockouts" to break up existing unions. They locked
workers out of the property and refused to pay them. If the union called a
strike, employers would hire replacements, or strikebreakers.
Efforts to break unions often succeeded because there were no laws
giving workers the right to form unions or requiring owners to negotiate
with them. Courts frequently ruled that strikes were "conspiracies in
restraint of trade," for which labor Ieaders might be fined or jailed.
Unions also suffered from the perception that they were un-American.
In the 1800s, the ideas of Karl Marx, called Marxism, became very
influential in Europe. Marx argued that the basic force shaping capitalist
society was the class struggle between workers and owners. He believed
that workers would eventually revolt, seize control of the factories, and
overthrow the government. Eventually, Marx thought, the state would
disappear, leaving a communist society where classes did not exist.
While many labor supporters agreed with Marx, a few supported
anarchism. Anarchists believe that society does not need any government.
In the late 1800s, anarchists assassinated government officials and set off
bombs across Europe, hoping to begin a revolution.

deflation

a decline in the

volume of available money or credit

that results in lower prices, and
therefore increases the buying
power of money

industria! union
an organization of common
laborers and craft workers in a

particular industry

lockout

a company

toolto fight

union demands by refusing to
allow employees to enter its
facilities to work

restraint

the act of limiting,

restricting, or keeping under control
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ln the late 1 800s, industrial workers
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conditions. Bad working ronditions
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eventually led workers to seek to
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organize unions, hoping to improve
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their situations.
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Why

do you think workers wanted

to organize?
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During the same period, tens of thousands of European immigrants
headed to America. Anti-immigrant feelings were already strong in the
United States and, as people began to associate imrnigrant workers with
radical ideas, they became suspicious of unions. These fears, and concerns
for law and order, ofien led officials to use the courts, the police, and even
the army to crush strikes and break up unions.

V
Determining couse and Efferf How did working conditions encourage workers to

form unions in the late i 800s?

Struggling to Organize
Whot mode it difficult for union workers to crelte lorge industriol unions?

Although workers atten-rpted on many occasions to create large inclustrial
unions, they rarely succeeded. In many cases, the confrontations with
owners and the governrnent led to violence and bloodshed. In lg69 Williarn
Sylvis, president of the National Labor Union, wrote to Karl Marx in
support of his work and to express his own beliefs:
::l:r;.;Tr;tA;L'l:a-:aa1: :;:r: :
.,.r,.i1.i::t*;.{?.::il->,.*.,.''' .*

55 [M]onied power is fast eating up the substance of the people.
we have made war upon it, and we
mean t0 win it. lf we can we will win through the ballot box; if not, we
A

little blood-letting

is

will resort to sterner means.

sometimes necessary in desperate cases.l!
-quoted

in History of Lobour in the United

ltltes, 19)1

GEOGRAPHY CONNECTION
Strikes and labor unrest were felt in all regions of the
United States.

1

PTACES AND REGIONS Whotregionof the
country seems to hove had the most strikes? Why do
you

2

thinkthis

/'

wos so?

PTACES AND REGIONS Whotregionofthe
country seems to hove had the fewest strikes? Why do
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The Great Railroad Strike
The Panic of 1873 was a severe recession that struck the
American economy and forced many companies to cut wages.
The economy had still not recovered when, in ]uly 1877, the
Baltimore and Ohio Railroad announced it was cutting wages
for the third time. In Martinsburg, West Virginia, workers
walked off the job and blocked the tracks.
As word spread, railroad workers across the country walked
off the job. The strike eventually involved some 80,000 railroad
workers and affected two-thirds of the nation's railways. Angry
strikers smashed equipment, tore up tracks, and blocked rail
service in New York City, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, and
Chicago. The governors of several states called out their militias.
In many places, gun battles erupted between the militia and the strikers.
Declaring a state of "insurrection," President Rutherford B. Hayes sent
federal troops to Martinsburg, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and elsewhere. It took
12 bloody days for police, state militias, and federal troops to restore order.
By the time the strike collapsed, more than 100 people lay dead, and over
$10 million in railroad property had been destroyed. The violence of this
strike alarmed many Americans and pointed to the need for more peaceful
means to settle labor disputes.

ln 1894

a

former quany foreman

named Jacob Coxey organized
unemployed workers and began a
march on Washington to demand jobs
on public works projects. The marchers
were known as "Coxey! Army."
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CRITICAT THINKTNG

Analyzing Prinory Sources What
does this photograph indicate about

workers'interest in organizing to achieve
their goals?

The Knights of Labor
The Knights of Labor, founded in 1869, took a different approach to labor
issues. Its leader, Terence Powderly, opposed strikes in favor of boycotts
and arbitration, in which a third party helps workers and employers reach
an agreement.In Thirty Years of Labo4 Powderly argued that disputes were
best settled by "a tribunal where the interests, not alone of the employer
and his workmen would be considered, but . . . which would carefully
investigate the cause of the strike and the effect of the stoppage of work by
one branch of industry upon all others." Unlike other unions, the Knights
welcomed women and African Americans. They called for an eight-hour
workday, equal pay for women, no child labor, and worker-owned factories.

arbitration

settling a dispute

by agreeing to accept the decision
of an impartial outsider

The Haymarket Riot In 1886 supporters of the eight-hour workday called
for a nationwide strike on May 1. On May 3, Chicago police intervening in
a fight on a picket line opened fire on the strikers, killing four. The next
day, about 3,000 people gathered to protest the shootings in Chicago's
Haymarket Square. Someone threw a bomb, police opened fire, and
workers shot back, injuring about 170 people and killing 10 policemen.
Eight men were arrested for the bombing. Though evidence against them
was weak, public anger resulted in eight convictions. Four were executed.
Union critics used the Haymarket riot to claim that dangerous radicals
dominated the unions. One of the men arrested was a member of the
Knights of Labor. The blow to the Knights' reputation along with lost
strikes led to a decline in their membership and influence.

The Homestead and Pullman Strikes
In the summer of 1892, another labor dispute led to bloodshed. A steel mill
owned by Andrew Carnegie in Homestead, Pennsylvania, was managed by
Henry Clay Frick, an anti-union business partner. Frick proposed cutting
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wages by 20 percent. He then locked out employees (who were members of
the Amalgamated Association of Iron, Steel, and Tin Workers) and had the

Pinkerton Detective Agency bring in replacements. When the Pinkertons
and strikebreakers approached the plant, the strikers resisted. Over the next
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iniunction
whereby one

a court order

is required

to do or to

refrain from doing a specified act

closed

shop

an agreement

in which a company agrees to hire

only union members

14 hours, Pinkertons and strikers clashed, leaving several dead and dozens
injured. The governor of Pennsylvania sent in the militia to protect the
strikebreakers, and four months later, the strike collapsed.
In 1894 the Pullman Palace Car Company slashed workers'wages
without lowering rents and prices in the company town. American Railway
Union (ARU) workers refused to handle Pullman cars, and railroads
ground to a near halt. Railroad managers arranged to have u.S. mail cars
attached to the Pullman cars, and President cleveland sent in federal troops
to keep the mail running. A federal court then issued an injunction, or
formal order, to halt the boycott. Both the strike and the ARU collapsed.
The Supreme court later upheld the right to issue such an injunction. This
gave business a powerful tool for dealing with labor unrest.
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ldentifying central ldeos How did major strikes prevent large industrial unions
from maintaining power and influence?

New Unions Emerge
GUIDINGQUESTION Howwerethenewindustrialunionsdifferentfromtheoldertradeunions?

Although workers often shared the same complaints about wages and
working hours, unions took different approaches to how they tried to
improve workers'lives. Trade unions remained the most common type of
labor organization, but unskilled workers were not represented by trade
unions. New types of unions emerged to support these workers.

The Rise of the AFL
The American Federation of Labor (AFL) was the dominant labor
organization ofthe late 1800s. In 1886 leaders ofseveral national trade unions
created the AFL. It focused on promoting the interests of skilled workers.
Samuel Gompers was the first president of the AFL, a position he held
almost continuously until 1924. Whlle other unions became involved in

Samuel Gompers concentrated his

efforts on improving working
conditions and believed that a just
society was built on a fair labor policy.
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Drawing Conclusions

How do you

think Gompers would view
did not allow labor unions?

a society

that

politics, Gompers tried to concentrate on "pure and simple" unionism,
focusing on wages, working hours, and working conditions. He was
willing to use strikes to create change but preferred to negotiate.
The AFL had three main goals. First, it tried to convince companies to
recognize unions and agree to collective bargaining. Second, it pushed for
closed shops, meaning that companies could hire only union members.
Third, it promoted an eight-hour workday.
By 1900, the AFL was the biggest union in the country with more than
500,000 members. Still, at that time, the AFL represented less than l5
percent of all nonfarm workers. Most AFL members were white men,
because the unions discriminated against African Americans, and only a
few would admit women.

The IWW
In 1905 a group of labor radicals, many of them socialists, created the
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). Nicknamed "the Wobblies," the
IWW wanted to organize all workers according to industry, without
making distinctions between skilled and unskilled workers. The IWW
endorsed using strikes and declared: "The working class and the
employing class have nothing in common."
The IWW believed all workers should be organized into "One Big
Union." In particular, the IWW tried to organize the unskilled workers who
were ignored by most unions.
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In l9l2 the IWW led a successful strike of 25,000 textile
workers in Lawrence, Massachusetts, to protest wage cuts. The
companies reversed the wage cuts after 10 weeks. The Lawrence
strike was the Wobblies' greatest victory. Most IWW strikes failed.
The IWW never gained a large membership, in part because its
radical philosophy and controversial strikes led many to
condemn the organization.
Women and Organized Labor
After the Civil War, the number of female wage earners began to
increase. By 1900, women made up more than 18 percent of the
labor force. The types of jobs women did outside the home
reflected society's ideas about what constituted "women's work."
About one-third of women wage earners worked as domestic
servants. Another third worked as teachers, nurses, sales clerks.
and office clerical workers. The remaining third were industrial workers,
often in the garment industry or food-processing plants.
Women were paid less than men even when they performed the same
jobs. It was assumed that a woman had a man helping support her, and that
a man needed higher wages in order to support a family. Most unions
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excluded women.
One of the most famous labor leaders of the era was Mary Harris Jones,
also known as "Mother |ones." |ones worked as a labor organizer for the
Knights of Labor before helping organize mine workers. Her public
speaking abilities made her a very successful organizer,leading
|ohn D. Rockefeller to dub her "the most dangerous woman in America."
In 1900 |ewish and Italian immigrants who worked in the clothing
business in New York City founded the International Ladies' Garment
Workers Union (ILGWU), which represented female and male workers in
the women's clothing industry. Membership expanded rapidly, and in 1909
a strike of some 30,000 garment workers won the ILGWU recognition in the
industry, better wages, and benefits for employees.
In 1903 Mary Kenney O'sullivan and Leonora O'Reilly decided to
establish a separate union for women. With the helpof |ane Addams and
Lillian Wald, they established the Women's Trade Union League (WTUL),
which pushed for an eight-hour workday, a minimum wage, an end to
evening work for women, and the abolition of child labor.
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By the beginning ofthe twentieth
(entury, many women had entered

the workforce. Some were industrial
workers in clothing or foodprocessing factories.

>

CRITICAT THINKING
Fornulating Questionr What is
one question that you could ask to

begin researching women in the
industrial workforce?

constitute

to compose, make

up, or form

cxecr

Exploining Why did women need to form their own trade unions?

5. Moking Generolizotions What made it difficult for union

Reviewing Vocabulary
1. Contrasting What is the difference between

a closed shop

and a lockout?

6, Controsting

2. Parophrasing What

is

another word or phrase for an injunction?

Using Your ilotes
3. Comporing

Use

workers to create large industrial unions?

your notes from the lesson to identify some

common features of incidents of labor unrest.

How were the new industrial unions different from

the older trade unions?

Writing Activity
7. NARRAIIVE
a

Suppose that you are a union leader. Write a letter to

factory owner in which you try to persuade him or her to make

changes in wages or other work policies on behalf of the factory's

Answering the Guiding Questions

workers. Be sure to be specific about your requests and the reasons

4, Drawing Conclusions Why did workers try to form unions in the

why they are ne(essary.

late 1800s?

lndustrializotion 109

