Labor

Those who produce should have, but we know
that those who produce the most—that is, those who
work hardest, and at the most difficult and most
menial tasks, have the least.

— Bugene V. Debs, Walls and Bars (1927)

Not everyone shared equally in the growing econ-
omy. Many factory jobs brought low pay, long hours,
unsafe working conditions, and frequent periods of
unemployment. In 1881 the Indiana Department of
Statistics published the first report on factory wages,
which revealed that the average worker earned $1.00
to $1.50 for a ten- to twelve-hour workday. Skilled
workers earned up to $4.50 a day. Ten-hour days and
six-day work weeks were common. Industries with the
longest working hours incduded manufacturing prod-
ucts such as gas, cement, paper and wood pulp, baked
goods, and iron and steel. Steelworkers often worked
seven days a week.

Sotne felt that state government should do more )
for workers, but political and industrial leaders of
late-nineteenth-century Indiana were reluctant to
interfere. Their stance was commitment to individual
freedom and laissez-faire economics, a belief that
the economy should be let alone without regulation.
Only gradually did the state venture into the complex
relationship between workers and employers.

Women in the Workforce

The sanitary condition of buildings in which girls were
working are not generally at present what they should be
to insure the best health and strength of employees.

- Tndiana, Department of Statistics, “Women Wage
Earners of Indianapolis,” Fifth Biennial Report,
1898-99

Industrialization meant that more women worked
in paying jobs outside the home. Although middle-
class norms discouraged married women from working

for pay, some single women with an education became
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store clerks or teachers. Women with less education
worked in domestic service as maids or cooks; and
many went to work in factories. In the factory, women
worked in jobs specifically for women. Often the
departments were even divided by gender. Industries
that attracted the most women workers were garment
factories, book binderies, paper-box plants, laundries,
and pork-packing plants. In 1899 an Indiana state fac-
tory inspector’s report revealed that female workers
in the state’s factories were paid about half what men
earned for the same work. Working conditions were
atrocious. The workers had to stand or sit for hours

on end, often in environments with excessive noise,
poor ventilation, unsanitary conditions, and lack of
protective gear. Many factories qualified as firetraps—
several stories high with overheated machinery and
inadequate access to fire escapes.

Most industrial states responded to the needs of
women workers before Indiana. It wasn't until 1913
that the Indiana General Assembly initiated a study
of women's work. Conducted by the Department of
Labor, the study focused on garment factories and
retail stores, where nearly half of the women who
worked outside the home were employed. Despite
the study’s docurnentation of long hours, low pay,
and generally poor working conditions, the resulting
legislation called for only modest reform.

Child Labor

Cheap labor means child labor; consequently there
results a holocaust of the children—a condition
which is intolerable.

-— Dr. Pelix Adler, first meeting of the National
Child Labor Committee, 1904

Children were also a huge part of Indiana’s indus-
trial workforce, especially in the glass industry, coal
mining, furniture making, and fruit and vegetable can-
ning. As early as 1867 the state legislature passed laws
prohibiting persons under age sixteen from working
more than ten hours a day in cotton or woolen mills.
For the next thirty years, additional attempts at child

labor regulation were few and far between.




In 1897 the Indiana General Assembly passed two
pieces of legislation that began to correct the situation.
One law prohibited factory employment of children
under the age of fourteen and stipulated that children
under sixteen could work no more than ten hours a
day. The legislature also passed the state’s first compul-
sory school attendance law, requiring children between
ages eight and fourteen to attend school for a mini-
mum of twelve consecutive weeks each year.

However, the child labor laws were not well en-
forced. Some parents allowed their children to work
at factories such as Muncie’s Hemingray Glass Com-
pany, claiming that their families needed the children’s
wages. In 1904 Hemingray employed 150 workers
under the age of sixteen. The owner vowed to fight
“any attempt to pass a law prohibiting children under
sixteen [from] working at night,” since “it was better
for them than running in the streets and did not hurt
them anyway.”

The most persuasive exposure of child labor condi-
tions around the country came from the camera of
Lewis Hine. In 1908 the National Child Labor Com-
mittee sent Hine to Indiana to photograph children
working in factories. His powerful images of children
working the night shift appeared in the Indianapolis
Star and in reformers’ reports. But, as Hine’s colleague
Edward Clopper pointed out, “The people of Indiana
are slow to take hold of any movement.”

A 1910 survey reported that Indiana ranked third
highest for its proportion of child labor, below only
Pennsylvania and Ohio. Only very gradually did state
legislation address the worst abuses. In 1911 the gen-
eral assembly passed a weak child labor bill. It extended
the 1897 ban on employing children in factories under
the age of fourteen to all other types of work except
farming and domestic service. One exception to this
ban was in the canning industry where children be-
tween twelve and fourteen were still allowed to work
in the summer. It took another ten years (1921} for
the general assembly to remove all industry excep-
tions, regulate which industries children could work in,
and to set a rule that all workers between fourteen and
sixteen had to have completed the eighth grade.

-
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Lewis Hine Child Labor Photo

This Lewis Hine photograph from 1908 shows a boy
taking boards away from a double cutoff machine, a type
of saw in a woodwork factory in Peru, Indiana. As was
typical of Hine’s photographs, it shows a child involved
in a dangerous task.

Eugene V. Debs and Workers Rights

And there’s ‘Gene Debs—a man ‘at stands
And jes” holds out in his two hands

As warm a heart as ever beat

Betwixt here and the Jedgment Seat!

— James Whitcomb Riley, “Regardin’ Terry Hut” (1916)

As the state government dragged its feet to im-
prove working conditions, many workers decided to
take matters into their own hands. During the 1850s
and 1860s various trades attempted to form labor
unions. After the Civil War several labor organizations
joined forces to work for common goals, especially the
eight-hour work day. Indiana’s first widespread—and
violent—Iabor action took place during the depression
of the 1870s and involved striking coal miners, who
shut down mining operations several times, particularly
in Brazil in Clay County. The strikes were broken as

management brought in black workers from the South,

but armed clashes ensued and eventually, at least one
black man was killed. The most important labor unrest
involved the railroads, particularly in the great strike
of 1877. As part of a national protest against reduc-

tions in pay, Indiana workers stopped trains in Evans-
ville, Terre Haute, Indianapolis, and Fort Wayne.,

Terre Haute’s Eugene V. Debs (1855-1926)
emerged as an iconic labor leader on the national
stage in the early years of the twentieth century. Debs,
who had worked on the railroad from the time he
was fourteen, founded the American Railway Union
in 1893, Within a year the organization had nearly
150,000 members. Debs gained national recognition
and notoriety when he organized the Pullman Strike
of 1894 in Chicago, which stopped all train movement
west of Chicago as fifty thousand workers walked off
the job because their pay had been cut by about 25
percent. His involvement in the strike earned him

a six-nonth prison sentence on conspiracy charges.
While in jail, Debs became a Socialist and his reputa-
tion as a working class hero grew. He ran for president
five times as the Socialist Party’s candidate. He even
ran for president while serving his second prison term
for an anti-war speech during WWT,; he got more than
900,000 votes. Debs used his incarceration as an effec-
tive campaign strategy: his campaign buttons featured

his convict number and his face behind bars.
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Debs’s ideas were radical for his day, but many
entered the mainstream in the decades following the
Pullman Strike. He advocated shorter workweeks, pen-
sion (retirement) plans, sick leave, medical benefits,
and women’s suffrage. Most Hoosiers respected Debs,
and residents of his hometown Terre Haute generally
treated him affectionately even if they didn’t agree
with his leftist politics. Debs and his friend, noted
Hoosier poet James Whitcomb Riley, who tended to
stay out of politics, frequently enjoyed a glass of good
whiskey together. Riley visited Debs so often that the
guest bedroom in the Debs house is still referred to as
“the Riley room.”
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Diamond Chain Employees Unite!

In this 1913 fyer labor organizers call for employees

of Indianapolis-based Diamond Chain Company, which
manufactured bicycle chains, to organize into a union.
Once in a union workers gained a voice at the negotiating
table for safer working conditions, shorter work days

and weeks, and better pay and benefits.
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