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Labor Unrest, Unions, and Strikes

While American wealth soared to new heights for industrial kings like Rockefeller and Carnegie, the average American struggled to get by. Victims of high prices, low wages, and periodic depressions, the working class fell deeper and deeper into poverty. Big business was tied to the federal government and the federal government was tied to the banks creating a triangle of power and corruption. The absence of the workers from this equation would create long-lasting tensions that would eventually lead to an overhaul of the system. Big business was successful in keeping prices high, wages low, and eliminating the competition. The 1890 census showed that the wealthiest 9 percent of Americans held nearly 75 percent of the nation’s wealth, compared to today when the top 1 percent owns roughly 35 percent of the wealth (the next wealthiest class represents 20 percent of the population and holds roughly 53 percent wealth; combine the top two group in the U.S. today, and 20 percent owns upwards of 80 percent of the nation’s wealth, leaving the bottom 80 percent of Americans controlling nearly 11 percent of the wealth). These staggering gaps in wealth would spark many upheavals throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
The working class would only find success in improving their station in life if they became a united front against big business. Unfortunately, they were slow to organize and deeply divided across ethnic lines. The Irish and the Italians hated each other. The Germans hated the Irish. Everyone hated the Chinese, and blacks were in a league of their own.  The one thing they had in common was terrible working and living conditions. The Industrial Revolution, lasting from roughly 1780 to 1880 changed the workplace; working conditions were dirty and dangerous, workers became less skilled, and day-to-day life became increasingly difficult. Eventually, American workers would find ways, violent and nonviolent, to bring attention to these issues. 

Some workers in the late nineteenth century turned to a relatively new economic ideology known as socialism. Socialism is a philosophy that favors public control of property and income, not private control. This means that socialists believe society should control the nation’s wealth, not simply private individuals. Socialism insures a more even distribution of wealth across all socioeconomic groups in a society.  In order to operate properly, socialism depends on society working together (cooperation) and not against each other (competition).  However, for many reasons, socialism never took hold in America. Workers would have to find other solutions.
Unions: Many more Americans found success in joining together and establishing labor unions. Labor unions are organizations of workers formed to protect the interests of its members. Unions are typically formed based on trade and fight to ensure proper working conditions and hours, fair pay, and protection of the worker. One of the earliest unions, the Molly Maguires, was formed in 1875 by a group of Irish coal miners. A violent group based on creating terror, the Molly Maguires were eventually infiltrated by an informant and were accused of violence, leading to the execution of many of their leaders. Violence, therefore, would not be an acceptable means of workers getting their voices heard.

 Many local unions were formed early on in American history. But as time passed, national unions began to emerge. The Knights of Labor, a national union formed in Philadelphia in 1869, worked to organize all workers, regardless of gender and skill level, into one union. The Knights of Labor fought for equal pay for equal work, an eight-hour work day, and an end to child labor. After a few failed strikes, membership dropped and the Knights of Labor disappeared by the 1890s. Another union, the American Federation of Labor, was led by Samuel Gompers. A cigar-maker by trade, Gompers was the most significant leader of the AFL.  Created in 1866, the AFL differed from the Knights of Labor in that they only worked for the rights of skilled workers. Despite both fighting for wages, hours, and conditions, the Knights sought to help their members through education and political engagement   while the AFL preferred to use economic means, such as strikes and boycotts, to accomplish their goals. Yet another union, the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) focused mainly on unskilled workers. Known as the “Wobblies,” the IWW was a radical union founded in Chicago in 1905 by over 40 unions who opposed the AFL. The IWW was known for its use of violent strikes and had many socialists within the ranks of its leadership. 
Many employers disliked unions; they preferred to deal with employees on an individual basis and feared the power of workers in large groups. In response to the creation of unions, employers used a variety of means to maintain control over their workers:
1. They forbade  union meetings

2. They fired union organizers

3. They forced new employees to sign contracts agreeing to never join a union or participate in a strike

4. They refused to bargain collectively (a process in which workers bargain with their employers as a group, rather than as individuals)

5. They refused to acknowledge unions as the rightful representation of workers

Strikes: A strike is a forced stoppage of work intended to force an employer to meet certain demands (i.e. higher wages, shorter hours, etc.). Workers utilized this process throughout the late nineteenth century. Strikes often times led to violence. The first strike erupted in the Railroad industry in 1877. Upset about wage cuts, strikers rioted violently in multiple cities including Chicago, Pittsburgh, and St. Louis. Railroad strikes had severe consequences. Fewer workers meant that trains had to be twice as long to make up for the lost work leading to many accidents. Similarly, the number of accidents usually increased during a strike and railroad companies found it difficult to run their industry efficiently. Because of these consequences, President Hayes sent federal troops to suppress the riots, setting the precedent for federal and state troops to have the power to suppress violent strikes. 
The most significant strike in the railroad industry, known as the Pullman strike, occurred in 1894. George Pullman made sleeping cars. He prided himself on being a compassionate industrialist, providing his workers with schools, banks, and water systems for comfortable living conditions. An economic panic in 1893 put industrialists on their heels. In response to the panic, Pullman laid off workers and cut wages by 25 percent while keeping costs of living and food prices at the same level. Workers went on strike when Pullman refused to deal with them. The Pullman Strike is significant for two reasons: 1.) Because it interrupted the delivery of mail, the federal government intervened and successfully halted union activity, and 2.) it set the precedent for factory workers to rely on the federal government to aid them in times of need. 
The establishment of the labor unions and the use of strikes in the late nineteenth century set the stage for labor changes. Workers began to realize they were not helpless against their powerful bosses and that they had actual power. Their unity was a powerful force that their bosses did not want to deal with. These factors combined to bring up an increasingly important issue: if the government could and would help the factory owners, why couldn’t or wouldn’t they help the American worker?  
