Chapter 19 – Section 4
Industrial Workers


Narrator: As America industrialized during the 19th century, working conditions for laborers were often unhealthy and dangerous. Economically, workers were no better off. Though they contributed to the rise in the American standard of living, their wages kept them poor. Eventually, many workers decided that the only way to improve their situation was to form unions.

The panic of 1873 began a chain of events that led to the rise of the American labor movement. During this severe recession, the downturn in the economy forced many companies to cut wages.

In July 1877, as the recession continued, several railroads announced yet another round of wage cuts. This triggered the first nationwide labor protest.

As word spread, railroad workers across the country walked off their jobs. Angry strikers smashed equipment, tore up tracks and blocked rail service into major hubs.

By the time federal troops and local and state militias had put down the great railroad strike of 1877, more than a hundred people lay dead and millions of dollars of property had been destroyed. The strike itself was a failure but it led to the formation of the Knights of Labor, the nation’s first industrial labor union.

Worker unrest continued, events such as the Haymarket Riot and the failed Pullman strike were temporary setbacks to the cause.

But in 1886, delegates from more than twenty of the nation’s trade unions organized the American Federation of Labor. By 1900, it was the biggest union in the country, with more than 500,000 members at the time. From then on, the American labor movement would grow into a powerful economic and political force.

*****
Content Provided by BBC Motion Gallery

