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Labor and Unrest

The American Labor Movement
The American Labor Tradition

Industrialism had a negative effect on individuals’ ability to protect their own self-interests

Supply and demand played a large role in undermining the ability of people to control their own lives

Massive immigration and the concentration of capital in employers’ control undermined the old republican values of American workers as independent contractors in control of their production and the source of capital

Labor and Industrial Revolution

During the industrial revolution of the late nineteenth century the terms of employment came under the employers command

This development invited abuse in the name of business efficiency

Rule books and special training took control from workers and molded them into a mechanism to help businesses become efficient and profitable

Again railroads led the way in this development

As the nation became industrialized workers were left without the ability to protect their well-being

Workers’ organizations were thus the main means that workers used in an effort to protect their interests

National Labor Union
Industrial Workers’ Interests

The National Labor Union had been formed in 1866 in an effort to reform the economy to one based on an 8 hour workday and worker-controlled cooperative enterprises


These cooperatives were to make workers self-employed producers

This was seen to be done through political organization and ultimately with the help of a government department of labor
The 8 hour work day was seen to increase the value of wages and increase the consumption of industrial products through increased leisure time

NLU cooperatives found it impossible to attain credit for the establishment of their cooperative schemes

Economic Reform

The NLU collapsed as the movement was taken over by political reformers who were interested more in general political reforms than labor issues


Greenbackism was the main issue

They wanted the government to issue notes in order to inflate the money supply to keep money from being controlled by bankers and industry

Politics and Collapse

The NLU collapsed as it became transformed into the National Labor Reform Party and made a poor showing in the 1872 election year

Knights of Labor
Brotherhood of Workers


The Knights of Labor emerged from the collapse of the NLU

The Knights sought to create a “brotherhood” of workers that sought reforms through union and political activity

By the end of the 1870s the Knights had become a national force


The Knights were struggling for control over their own fate

They sought the guarantees of dignity set out by the Declaration of Independence and the Bible as opposed to the class struggle outlined by Marx

The Knights became a successful workers organization with 750,000 members by 1886

All kinds of workers joined the Knights, both men and women, and black and white


Garment workers, school teachers, and factory workers

Labor Issues

The Knights were for:


Trade unions that could pressure employers for concessions


Cooperative enterprises


Banking reform


Greenbacks

An end to the close relationship between government and monopoly

Active legislation in favor of improvement of working conditions

Public ownership of telegraph lines and railroads

Collapse

Ultimately the size and diversity of the Knights brought about its undoing

Garment workers, school teachers, and factory workers didn’t all want the same things

Trade unionists wanted immediate concessions like eight-hour days

Socialists were in favor of more long-term utopian ideas associated with the re-organization of society

Evangelical Protestant reformers sought to encourage general restraint throughout the economy

As the Knights grew in numbers the internal pressures took its toll

The membership tended to be more militant on various labor issues and often engaged in strikes without the support of the leadership

1886 saw a series of walkouts and strikes

A major railroad strike in the west was a failure

1886 was also the year of the Haymarket Square riot which associated labor with violence

Because the Knights sought a spirit of cooperation between industry and labor, the confrontations undermined their influence

When Knights leadership denounced strikes the organization collapsed

American Federation of Labor
Skilled Workers’ Union

By the end of the 1880s workers retreated from the idea of changing the industrial system

Because immigration provided a steady supply of unskilled labor and made organization of unskilled workers impossible, skilled workers sought to protect their own interests

They did this by organizing a national federation of skilled workers’ union

The American Federation of Labor (AFL)

Business Unionism

The AFL worked by having the means to provide its members with the means to continue their lives while on strike or looking for work


Strike funds


Burial pay


Local assistance


Rooming houses

This is what is meant by the term business unionism

The AFL was a union that was organized like a business in the sense that it was an operation of scale with a bureaucracy and central leadership

The power of the AFL came in the skilled nature of its members and its ability to support workers on strike

Businesses understood this ability and would be influenced to meet the demands of the AFL

Limits of AFL and Union Power

But the AFL only had so much power

The Homestead Strike of 1892 demonstrated that businesses could basically do as they pleased when they put their mind to it

What ultimately undermined the ability of labor unions to wield the influence or power necessary to remake the relationship between capital and labor was the massive flow of immigrants and the stigma of violence associated with strikes and workers


Great Strike of 1877


Haymarket Square 1886


Homestead Strike 1892


Pullman Strike 1894
