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SECTION 7

THE LABOR UNION MOVEMENT

“All that harms labor is treason to America.
No line can be drawn between these two.
If any man tells you he loves America, yet he hates labor, he is a liar.
If a man tells you he trusts America, yet fears labor, he is a fool.”
—Abraham Lincoln, 1864
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7-1 x INDUSTRIALIZATION’S IMPACT ON LABOR CONDITIONS

CHANGES IN THE WORK FORCE

AMERICA’S POST-CIVIL WAR WORK FORCE GREW RAPIDLY, ESPECIALLY IN MANUFACTURING.

Total work force Workers in manufacturing

1870 12,920,000 2,130,000 ;h:;
1900 29,070,000 6,250,000 R\ &

SOURCES OF LABOR:
¢ Farmers were the major source of industrial labor as farm machines increased production with fewer workers.

Agricultural workers Non-Agricultural workers
1860 6,207,634 & 4,325,116
1900 10,911,998 = 18,161,235

¢ Immigrants were the second most important source of industrial labor. Almost 12 million entered the United States
between 1870 and 1900. By 1880 they constituted 13 percent of the population and 32 percent of the work force.

¢ Women and children increasingly were hired as workers because they could be paid lower wages.
Most women worked in factories, but some became clerical workers in offices.
Most children worked in textile mills, coal mines, and meat-packing plants.

Women ’ Children (age 15 and younger)
1870 1,900,000 750,000
1900 5,300,000 1,750,000

(Source for the above statistics is Harper & Row Publishers’ Encyclopedia of American History, edited by Richard B. Morris.)
| _ THESTATUS OF INDUSTRIALWORKERS

With the machine age and the growth of industry, the status of American workers changed from that of artisans

owning their own tools to employees running their bosses’ machines. The resulting problems included:

¢ Alienation—Personal relationships between owners and employees vanished as corporate executives replaced

owner-managers. Concern for workers’ welfare diminished, as did workers’ loyalty to employers.
¢ Job insecurity—Technical changes and seasonal lay-offs often caused abrupt unemployment with no compensation.

¢ Physical danger—Accident rates were high because of complicated machinery. Noise and dust dulled the senses

and created health problems.

¢ Loss of community—Labor leader Samuel Gompers said labor was “atomized in the acid of individualistic

capitalism.” Workers labored only with the company of machines.

¢ Low wages—Between 1860 and 1890, factory wages increased only from an average of $1.00 to $1.50 a day.

There was also, however, an increase in real wages, that is wages in relation to prices.

¢ Long hours—Factory hours ranged from 10 to 14 hours a day, six days a week. In 1868, Congress passed the
first federal 8-hour day law. It applied only to workers employed by the federal government.
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7-2 * BEGINNINGS OF THE NATIONAL LABOR UNION MOVEMENT

( Big business called for big labor, according to Gilded Age labor leaders. \
Although labor unions had existed in America since the 18th century, there arose after the Civil War
a new national labor movement in which workers joined forces to bargain collectively with employers.

A major question: Would labor unions reject capitalism in favor of socialism—the gradual abolition
of private property, the collective ownership of the means of production, transportation, and communication?
Or Marxian communism—a violent overthrow of capitalism in favor of a dictatorship of the proletariat (workers)?

No. A common characteristic of American labor unions is their economic conservatism. They chose capitalism.
Why?
According to historian Carl Degler, in America everyone is an “expectant capitalist.”
Mobility is possible. Many wage-earners climbed the ladder to improved positions, “white collar”
jobs—even self-employment. Immigrants kept coming to America because it remained the land of opportunity.
Many of them earned enough to send money back home.

Meanwhile, laborers organized a variety of unions—successful and unsuccessful—that spoke in a collective voice
to industrial America.

NATIONAL LABOR UNION, 1866

FOUNDING:

The National Labor Union, a federation of craft unions, was the first national Union. Organized in 1866 in
Baltimore by William H. Sylvis, a Pennsylvania iron molder, it was called the Nartional Labor Congress until 1868,
when it became the National Labor Union. In 1869 Sylvis died, and Ira Stewart assumed leadership.

GOALS AND RESULTS:

¢ 8-hour work day—1In 1868, Congress passed the first federal 8-hour day law. It applied only to federal
government workers. The NLU is important in labor history because of its influence in passage of this law.

¢ Higher wages—The NLU was the first union to argue that higher wages would aid the whole economy by
increasing consumption, a point Henry Ford proved in 1914 with the $5 daily wage.

¢ Elimination of monopolies

¢ Equal rights for women, children, and African-Americans— Too idealistic for the times; diffused efforts.

¢ No strikes—Led to weak bargaining positions.

¢ Worker owned cooperatives—Conflicting objectives among producers and consumers weakened the co-ops.

¢ Political involvement—Diverted efforts to achieve economic goals.

DEMISE: :
In 1872 the NLU, too idealistic and impractical to survive the depression of the early 1870s, transformed itself
into the National Labor Reform Party and devoted its efforts to politics.

'NATIONAL LABOR REFORM PARTY, 1872

1872—The Labor Reform Party, the first national labor political party; collapsed when its nominee for United
States president, Judge David Davis of Illinois, withdrew from the race.

Labor leaders concluded that a labor political party led nowhere. Thus, unlike Great Britain where trade unions
helped create a labor political party, the United States has never had a successful labor party within its political system.

If a labor political party failed, might a socialist political party achieve labor’s aims?

SOCIALIST LABOR PARTY, 1877

In 1877 Daniel DeLeon founded the Socialist Labor Party. Tts members, mainly German immigrants, were
committed to Marxist class warfare, They tried to capture control of the trade unions. Failing this, in the 1880s they
formed the Central Labor Union to challenge the newly formed American Federation of Labor, headed by Samuel
Gompers. They accused Gompers of betraying workers by accepting the “wage slavery” of capitalism. In 1894
Gompers defeated DeLeon’s socialists. Eugene Debs would lead another group of socialists into the new century.
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