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Slavery in the US, 1619-1863

further reading
1619 Project - NY Times
legacy
“right to work” states with weakest labor laws include most former slave states
in 1935, agricultural & domestic workers were specifically exempt from legal protection to organize

https://www.nytimes.com/column/1619-project


Industrial Revolution 1760-1840 

Western world changed from subsistence farming and independent artisans to consumerism, 
capitalism & “unskilled” labor. The huge societal changes led to backlash, criticism and new thinking…



Capital, 1867

The motivating force of capitalism is in the exploitation of labor, 
whose unpaid work is the ultimate source of surplus value. 
The owner of the means of production is able to claim the right 
to this surplus value because he or she is legally protected by 
the ruling regime through property rights and the legally 
established distribution of shares which are by law only to be 
distributed to company owners and their board members. These 
rights were acquired in the first place chiefly through plunder and 
conquest and the activity of the merchant and “middle-man”.

…something something about time, laws of motion, forced 
crises, class, revolution, etc. etc.



National Labor Union, 
1866

Knights of Labor, 1869

American Federation of Labor, 1886

Industrial Workers of the World, 1905

Early Labor Organizations

Central platform was 8 hour work day (from 12-hours)
Knights of Labor advocated for workers co-ops

Gilded Age (1870s-1900)
Extreme wealth inequality and concentration among emerging 
industrialists, inventors and robber barons: Carnegie, Mellon, 
Stanford, Vanderbilt, JP Morgan, Rockefeller, Edison



Oneida Community
1848-1880

Llano del Rio
1914-1918

Utopian & Art Communities

Arts & Crafts Movement USA
1895-1920

The isolating effects of industrialization lead to socialist/spiritual style 
intentional communities and art inspired by craft & nature.
further reading
Nice Try podcast episode 4 - Oneida: Utopia, LLC
Llano del Rio: The ruins of LA’s socialist colony - Curbed LA
The Met: The Arts and Crafts Movement in America

https://www.curbed.com/2019/6/20/18683610/nice-try-podcast-oneida
https://la.curbed.com/2017/5/1/15465616/utopia-socialist-los-angeles-llano-del-rio
https://www.metmuseum.org/TOAH/hd/acam/hd_acam.htm


Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, 1911

Child Labor, 1908-1912
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Mobilizing Events & Conditions

Pullman Strike 1894

Haymarket Riots, 1886

Early precedent in labor law was from 1806 - Commonwealth v. Pullis which deemed a worker 
strike an illegal conspiracy. Strikes broken by the National Guard, the Army, and private agents 
like Pinkerton ended in violence and death, as did poor working conditions.



Russian Revolution, 1917

Scared the shit out of the rich and powerful and eventually led to compromise…
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FDR

FDR advocated for “labor peace” and reform. It was accepted to 
keep production running without violence (and revolution).

The Wagner or National Labor Relations Act of 1935 established 
workers right to unionize, engage in collective bargaining and take 
collective action such as a strike. 

The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 stopped child labor, 
established an 8 hour day, a 40-hour workweek, a minimum wage 
and most standard labor practices we recognize today.

Established in 1935, the WPA program 
employed millions (mostly unskilled men) 
to carry out public works projects. It also 
employed musicians, artists, writers, actors 
and directors in large arts, theatre, media, 
literacy and documentary projects.



Taft–Hartley Act 1947

Taft-Hartley or the Labor Management Relations Act of 1947 
started undoing the work of the New Deal, led to “right to work” 
legislation, communist/socialist purges of unions. Only recently 
legally recognized, union membership and power started to 
decline.



Sanitation Workers Strike 1968

Cesar Chavez, United Farm Workers 1960s

Civil Rights Era Organizing

In this strike in Memphis, TN, MLK supported the 
workers during the last days of his life and 
delivered his I've Been to the Mountaintop speech.

Working in California, Chavez rose to 
prominence organizing a 5-year 
grapes boycott. His work led to 
the enactment of the California 
Agricultural Labor Relations Act and 
California Agricultural Labor Relations 
Board which established collective 
bargaining for farmworkers.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ixfwGLxRJU8


Stagflation & Oil Crisis, 1970s

The oil crisis and rising competition of other countries finally 
bouncing back from World War 2 led to harder times for 
industry and workers. Carter’s “Crisis of Confidence” speech 
asked Americans to cut back, conserve energy and think about 
their values. Instead, they voted for Reagan…

https://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/jimmycartercrisisofconfidence.htm


 Air Traffic Controllers Strike, 1981

Early in his presidency, Reagan crushed a strike of Air Traffic 
Controllers by firing all of them. This set a tone of union busting that 
accelerated through the 1980s along with the rise of Neoliberalism…



Neoliberalism and Decline of Labor

Democrats deprioritized labor in support of globalization. 
Neoliberalism prioritized individualism over collectivism and 
“market-based solutions” over public or democratic ownership. 
Both parties moved to the right economically as they idealized 
big private corporations while demonizing big government.

The GOP understands how 
important labor unions are to the 
Democratic Party. The Democratic 
Party, historically, has not. 

- Eric Levitz, New York Magazine



Labor Strikes Back

Between the 2009 recession non-recovery, a new tech gilded age and the 
2016 Trump election, economic inequality and instability was on the rise. 
But collective action returned with teacher strikes starting in 2018 and 
writers, artists, tech and non-profit workers started organizing in numbers 
not seen in decades.

teachers strike march
Phoenix, AZ, April 2018


