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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, Lesson 14, Labor’s Response to 
Industrialism. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Labor Day

The Labor Movement

Lesson Overview

In this section, students read about how labor unions were formed, as well as the problems they sought to 
address. Then, they will play a game to demonstrate why it was beneficial, but often difficult, to form unions.

Teacher Prep

For the game in Step 3, you will need envelopes, green index cards, and pink index cards. Place one green and 
one pink index card in enough envelopes for each group of three students. During the activity, students will 
use these envelopes in a game designed to simulate the benefits and frustrations of forming labor unions.

Procedures

1. Ask students to describe in their notebook a time when they were unhappy with certain conditions—at 
home, work, or school—that they had to deal with. How did they try to change those conditions? Were 
they successful? Why or why not? They may share their responses with a partner.

2. Read The Labor Movement.
3. Have students answer these questions based on the reading:

• What are at least two strategies that labor unions employed in their attempt to improve workers’ lives?
• What are at least two ways employers attempted to undermine unions?

4. Have students get into groups of three. Each group will receive an envelope containing a green card 
and a pink card. The objective of the game is to end the game with a positive number of points. The 
game has six rounds. For each round, each group will quietly pick the color card they want to play. Each 
group will hide the card they chose to play, then put the card they are not playing back in the envelope. 
Then, at the same time, one student from each group will hold up the card their group chose.
• If all groups play green, then everyone receives positive points.
• If all groups play pink, then everyone receives negative points.
• BUT if groups play different colors, THEN green = negative points and pink = positive points.

5. The point values double for each round. Groups that end with a positive number of points will earn a 
prize. You will keep track of the score for each round using the tally sheet.

6. Draw connections between the game and how unions are formed. Ask students to discuss: 
• This game is a metaphor to show why it could be difficult to form labor unions. In the game, what did 

positive points represent in terms of a union? What did negative points represent in terms of a union?
• If all groups would receive positive points if everyone played the green card, then why didn’t all 

groups always play green? Why did some groups play pink?
• Based on your experience in the game and what you read, why might it have been difficult for workers 

to form labor unions? Why might workers have wanted to form labor unions despite those difficulties?
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American workers joined together to 
form labor unions as early as the 1790s. 
Few strikes, however, took place before 
the Civil War. One such early strike, in 
1860, pitted women shoemakers against 
factory owners in Lynn, Massachusetts.

The Labor Movement

In the late 1800s, American industrial 
workers continued to face extremely 
strenuous circumstances. Their pay 
was low, they worked in dangerous 
and unhealthy conditions, their homes 
were often equally dismal, and their 
children had little opportunity to attend 
school. And whenever the economy 
slumped, life became significantly worse. 
Oftentimes, employers cut workers’ 
pay or eliminated their jobs entirely. 
Perhaps most distressing of all, individual 
workers had little power to change their 
circumstances—they could not bargain 
with employers, nor could they seek help 
from the government, which did little to 
regulate working conditions.

Workers Unite for Better Conditions The early years of the Industrial 
Revolution saw a push within the working class to develop their own strategies 
for improving their lives. To do this, workers formed labor unions, or groups 
of workers who organized to protect the interests of its members. Historically, 
most labor unions have focused on three primary goals: higher wages, shorter 
hours, and improved working conditions. 

The first labor organizations in the United States appeared in the late 1700s in 
New York City and Philadelphia, and by the mid-1800s, local unions had formed 
in various other cities. Much of a union’s power came from the threat of a strike, 
or a labor action in which workers simply refuse to go to work. A strike could 
easily shut down a factory, railroad, or mine. Generally, unions employed the strike 
strategy as a last resort, often when owners refused to sit down to discuss issues.

A Difficult Start for National Labor Organizations After the Civil War, 
local unions realized that they might benefit from cooperating with one 
another in order to achieve mutual goals. As a result, a number of unions 
joined forces to form a national labor federation, or group of unions. This 
federation in particular concentrated efforts on establishing an eight-hour 
workday. Unfortunately, poor leadership and a lack of unity within the group 
led to its collapse in 1872.

In the mid-1870s, an economic depression inflicted greater damage 
on efforts to form national labor unions. In times of economic crisis, high 
unemployment intensified competition for jobs.

Some business owners took advantage of this competition in order to 
undermine unions. They pressured workers to sign “yellow-dog contracts,” 
written pledges not to join a union, and refused to hire employees whom 
did not sign a pledge. In addition, they exchanged lists of union members 
and organizers among each other, denying jobs to any worker whose name 
appeared on these blacklists. Therefore, both yellow-dog contracts and 
blacklists discouraged workers from joining unions.
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The three national labor organizations 
described here were extremely impactful 
on the labor movement as a whole. Each 
organization enticed members with differing 
goals and policies and thus attracted varying 
sets of workers to join. However, every entity 
was similar in that they had an ultimate 
strategy for improving workers’ lives.

Common Goals, Different Strategies During the depression of the 1870s, 
business owners’ tactics succeeded in dismantling many labor unions. After 
the economy regained its strength, however, the labor movement revived as 
well. A series of new national labor organizations arose, bringing together 
various unions under one banner.

One of these new federations was the Knights of Labor, which attracted many 
members in the late 1870s with their policy of accepting both skilled and unskilled 
workers, including women and African Americans. However, the Knights 
declined after 1886, in part because of competition from another influential 
federation.

That rival group was the American Federation of Labor (AFL). Unlike the 
Knights, the AFL concentrated mainly on organizing skilled workers. It also 
had a narrower focus on “bread-and-butter” worker objectives, such as higher 
wages and shorter workdays. Founded in 1886, the AFL became the only major 
national labor organization in the 1890s.

In the early 1900s, another labor organization arose, known as the 
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). Its members were nicknamed 
Wobblies. IWW leaders introduced radical ideas into the union movement, 
adopting the socialist theories of the German political philosopher Karl Marx. 
Socialism is a political theory that advocates ownership of the means of 
production, such as factories and farms, by the common people, rather than 
by capitalists and landowners. Its goals are the elimination of private property 
and the fair treatment of workers. IWW members saw socialism as the path to 
a better life for workers.

In practice, each of these national labor organizations acted as a union. 
They engaged in collective bargaining—negotiations between employers and 
employee representatives concerning wages, working conditions, and other terms 
of employment. They also called for strikes when collective bargaining failed.

Three National Labor Organizations

Union
Year Formed,  
Key Leaders Goals Members

Peak  
Membership Strategies

Knights of Labor 1869,
Terence 
Powderly

• eight-hour workday
• abolition of child labor
• regulation of trusts
• equal pay for men and 
  women
• education for the working 
  class

• skilled and  
  unskilled  
  workers
• women
• African 
  Americans

700,000  
members in 
1886

• arbitration
• boycotts
• strikes

American  
Federation of Labor

1886,
Samuel 
Gompers

• increased wages
• improved working  
  conditions
• limitation of work hours
• recognition of the AFL

only skilled 
workers in a  
particular trade

1 million  
members in 
1900

• negotiation
• boycotts
• strikes  

Industrial Workers  
of the World

1905,
William 
Haywood, 
Eugene V. Debs, 
Daniel De Leon

• organization of all workers 
  into a single union
• overthrow of capitalism

• lumbermen
• miners
• textile workers
• dockworkers

100,000  
members  
between 1912 
and 1917

• boycotts
• strikes
• sabotage
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