Was it possible for workers to improve conditions of factory life?

A. Sweatshops
“Labor in the factories was a family affair. Every family member worked in some way. Because wages were low no one person could earn enough to sustain a household. I had to leave school at the age of twelve to work. I worked instead of my brother so that he could stay in school. Since my mother also worked in the factory she left my youngest sisters at home with an elderly neighbor. My mother was excluded from most skilled and highly paid jobs. So my mother began working in a garment factory and was assigned to the operation of simple machines. More complex machines required machinists and engineers. These were almost always for men, for only they had access to training in such fields. My mother complains how she had no opportunity for advancement in the factory. The large machines that cut out patterns from large stacks of fabrics were saved for the men. It paid much more than the work my mother did which was to sew only one part of the garment. 

I worked alongside my mother in the garment factory. My 14 hour day, six days a week job paid $1.50 a week, which was even less than mother’s pay but it meant the difference between going hungry or having food on the table.  One day I was sewing a garment and the needle went right through my forefinger. I bled so much that I almost fainted. I still have partial use of the finger but it will remain numb forever. I am one of the lucky ones. My cousin Sam had to go to work in the coal mines. He wrote us about the conditions. He has terrible asthma and difficulty breathing but must continue to work since his father died some years ago. He describes how other children around the same age often work along with him and the terrible accidents they have faced. Some of them lost legs, fingers and even their life. 

The factory itself is a miserable place to be. There are no windows to get air and it gets very hot throughout the day. With over a hundred women and children in this small room you would think I would be able to find some entertainment. However, the bosses don’t let us talk with each other or even let us sing out loud. You would think when the day was finally over I would be so glad to get out and get air and have some pleasure, I am so tired after the long days that I must go right home and down to sleep.”
 – The Life of a Sweatshop Girl by Sadie Frowne (1902)
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Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire
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“The carcass hog was scooped out of the vat by machinery and 
then it fell to the second floor, passing on the way though a wonderful machine with scrapers, and sent it out the other end with nearly all of its bristles removed. It was then again strung up by machinery, and sent upon another trolley ride; this time passing between two lines of men, who sat upon a raised platform, each doing a certain single thing to the carcass as it came to him. One scraped the outside of a leg; another scraped the inside of the same leg. One with a swift stroke cut the throat; another with two swift strokes severed the head which fell to the floor and vanished through a hole. Another made a slit down the body; a second opened the body wider, a third with a saw cut the breastbone; a fourth loosened the entrails; a fifth pulled them out – and they also slid through a hole in the floor…Looking down this room, one saw, creeping slowly, a line of dangling hogs a hundred yards in length, and for every yard there was a man, working as if a demon were after him…”
B. The Start of Labor Unions
Industrial workers in the late 1800s had no power to make big business raise their pay or improve their working conditions. Since most work required little skill, workers could easily be replaced. Eventually, workers realized that by organizing into labor unions they would have more power. A labor union is a group of workers organize to achieve common goals. If an employer refused a union’s demands for better working conditions and higher pay, union members could strike (walk off the job). In addition, unions could use their voting power and resources to persuade the government to pass laws favoring workers. 
C. Workers Seek a National Voice
(1) Constitution of the Knights of Labor (1878) – welcomed both skilled and unskilled workers as well as women and African Americans. (This group was formed in 1869.)
1) To bring within the folds of organization ever department of productive industry.

2) To secure to the toilers (workers) a proper share of the wealth that they create.

3) Demanding from various governments the establishment of Bureaus of Labor Statistics.

4) The establishment of cooperative institutions, productive and distributive.

5) The adopting of measures providing for the health and safety of those engaged in mining, manufacturing or building.

6) The substitution of arbitration for strikes.

7) Prohibition of employment of children in workshops, mines and factories before the age of 14. 

8) The reduction of the hours of labor to eight.

(2) American Federation of Labor (1881) – founded by Samuel Gompers; hoped to organize a powerful union by uniting workers with the same economic interests. Brought together skilled workers (carpenters, cigar makers, shoemakers…).
“…I say that the United States ought to be in advance of the people. It is the duty of the legislator…to frame and adopt measures for the welfare of the people…”  

- Samuel Gompers, 1885
1) Strict enforcement of the national 8 hour work day.
2) We ask that our existence as organizations be legalized.

3) We ask for the establishment of the National Bureau of Labor Statistics so that legislators will be aware of the actual conditions of our industry and the measures and laws needed to improve it.

D. Joining a Union
	Reasons for Joining
	Weaknesses of Unions

	
	


E. Strikes and Methods Used to Make Change
Industrial workers in the late 1800s had no power to make big business raise their pay or improve their working conditions.  Since most work required little skill, workers could easily be replaced.  Eventually, workers realized that by organizing into unions they would have more power.  If an employer refused a union’s demands for better working conditions and higher pay, union members could strike.  In addition, unions could use their voting power and resources to persuade the government to pass laws favoring workers.

	Strike:  Union members refuse to work
	
	Closed Shop:  Union demands that the employer hire only union members

	
	Methods Used by Labor Against Management
	

	Collective Bargaining: Union represents workers in negotiation
	
	Boycott:  Union urges the public not to buy the company’s goods


F. Labor Conflict 
“Give the strikers a rifle diet for a few days and see how they like that kind of bread.” 

– Tom Scott, President of the Pennsylvania Railroad, New York Herald, July 22, 1877.
“War for Wages…the sight presented after the soldiers cease firing was sickening.  Twenty men, women and children killed by Philadelphia militia…Old men and boys attracted to the scene…lay writhing in the agonies of death, while numbers of children were killed outright.”

- Article, New York Herald, July 22, 1877.

“We struck because we were without hope.  We joined the American Railway Union because it gave us a glimpse of hope…five reductions in wages, in work, in conditions of employment swept through the shops at Pullman between May and December 1893.  The last was the most severe, amounting to nearly 30% and our rents had not fallen.  We owed Pullman $70,000 when we struck May 11th.”  










- Statement of Pullman Strikers, June 1894.

G. Reasons Government Favored Business Interests
· Influences of Business in Government: big business gave large money contributions to government leaders and gained influence over them. Also, many in government believed that the U.S. owed its greatness to business people.

· Fear of Strikes: Between 1880 and 1890, there were more than 20,000 strikes, involving over 6 million workers. The government was afraid these strikes would hurt the growth of the American economy. 

· Unfavorable Public Opinion: Most people at the time believed that if unions succeeded in winning higher wages, prices would rise. Furthermore, the public opposed the violence that often accompanied strikes.
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Haymarket Riot (1866, Chicago)
May 1, 1866
· Workers in several cities begin strikes demanding 8 hour work days

· Police respond to fights between scabs (take over jobs of strikers, counter workers efforts) and strikers.

· 2 men die.

May 4, 1866

· Rally in Haymarket Square called for by anarchists

· A bomb is thrown into the crowd

· 17 policemen die

· Gunfire erupts on both sides.
Great Railroad Strike (1877)

· 12 men killed on July 27th, 1877

· Crowd sets Baltimore and Ohio Railroad on fire

· Pennsylvania mobilized 75,000 members of the militia.

Homestead Strike (1892) 

· Strikers fire on 300 armed Pinkertons (police who specialized in strike-breaking)

· State troops mobilized against strikers

Pullman Strike (1894) 

· US Marshall appointed 2000 deputies 

· Pullman cars burned in protest

· 4 killed, 20 wounded in battles between militia and crowd

· 14,000 police, militia, and troops break strike
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Directions: (partner pairings)…
You are a worker at a factory in New York City.  As a new immigrant your dreams have been dashed by the harsh working conditions.  You have become a leader and vocal member of your workforce and have arranged an interview with a New York Herald reporter!  Write three quotes you want to be sure get in the article the reporter is writing.  Remember you want support from other workers and from the community but you also want to expose the big businesses for what they are!
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