
What Economic, Social and Philosophical Factors

Affected the Formation of Labor Unions in the 19th Century? 

Throughout the nineteenth century, a number of countries over the world experienced significant 

changes in the economic and social development. This period usually marks the beginning of the labor 

movement and formation of the labor unions. Due to a development of capitalism, the growth of the 

industry, transport, and trade the capitalistic labor exploitation turned out to be a critical issue on the 

market. By the end of the nineteenth century, the working class and proletariat took a meaningful part of 

the population. Additionally, the working class was divided into two main layers, the majority of which 

were those who inherited their social status of a worker. The most consciousness among them reached to 

socialism norms and was a solid base for a revolutionist movement. Such economic conditions made an 

adverse impact on the social conditions marking the decline in relationships between the worker and 

employers. Above all of this, socialism issue existed in the philosophical context of that time. Thus, the 

labor unions were created under the influence of particular economic, social and philosophical factors.

The economic factor is often believed to be the most serious and relevant to that period. In 

colonial America, most of the goods were produced manually at home. Partly, in the shops next to the 

house. The demand for manufactured goods grew while the settlements turned out into cities. Some 

owners of the workshops began to hire workers to expand their production. Relations between the owners 

and employees were, in general, harmonious. They worked side by side, had the same interests, shared 

common political views. The factory system, established at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 

entailed the fundamental changes. Moreover, the industrial revolution was a significant event to influence

the way of economic development at the time. Many countries experienced the growth of industrial 

entrepreneurship and creation of the large companies. As a result, the people became occupied mostly in 

the industrial field; they worked at the farms, plants, and manufacturers. Such an increase in the number 

of working places should have been stimulating the workers to demonstrate results in their activity. 

However, the large number of the working places was the only benefit for them. Particularly in America, 

people belonging to working class had several problems that had been continuing throughout that time to 

make life difficult for them working for the big corporations. Thus, the quantity prevailed the quantity. 

Among the issues occurred the most critical were the working conditions such as low wage and extremely

long business day. According to Daven Hiskey, “the typical work day at this time lasted anywhere from 

10-18 hours per day, six days a week.”1 In addition to this, there was no fixed minimum wage, what made

it possible for the employers to pay as less as they could in order to gain much money. Interestingly, 

1 Hiskey, Daven. 2017. "Why A Typical Work Day Is Eight Hours Long". Today I Found Out. 
http://www.todayifoundout.com/index.php/2011/05/why-a-typical-work-day-is-eight-hours-long/.



companies tended to offer a job for women and young people, even children, as their wage was quite 

lesser than the men’s.2 Many women were engaged in the working process as it was not necessary to have

a degree or any professional skills in this field; they were more hardworking, diligent, and patient than 

men. Furthermore, working environment turned out to be very dangerous, particularly in the factories and

mines. The owners did not provide their working stuff with a safe environment. If someone was injured in

some way during his shift, the employer could not give him a medical aid, and what is more, the worker 

did not get any sort of the compensation. To say more, the employers gave no significance to the labor 

conditions at their companies and, moreover, they did not consider the worker as the valuable person but 

rather that who can provide a fast result with a minimum outcome. People employed at some factory 

remained unacquainted to their business person. The owners did not work together with the people hired 

by them; instead, they turned into a manager and a merchant who rarely saw his workers. And they were 

worried not so much by their well-being, as by the result they can provide them at work. Many workers 

were indignant at the changes born by the factory system. In the past, they were very proud of their skills;

now almost all the work was done by machines, reducing skilled artisans to the level of ordinary laborers.

In difficult times, they were threatened with loss of the working place. After all, they could easily be 

replaced by those who would agree to a lower fee. The outcomes of the industrial revolution rather caused

the regress for the qualified craftspeople but not a development in the professional sphere. It seemed 

obvious to many people that it is not easy to achieve justice for those who live by wages. The American 

workers faced a long and difficult struggle for fair treatment. Thus, it marked the necessity in the 

foundation of the new social organ that was a solution to their conflict.

The social factor of the labor unions is reflected in the social conditions experienced by the 

countries at that time. Labor unions were modern organ to be created as an executive part of society to 

accomplish certain social objectives. This phenomenon should be analyzed mainly in the social context. 

In the course of their fight, an increasing number of workers turned to the labor unions for help. They had

to experience violence, cruelty, and bitterness of defeat. But ultimately they will reach a level of life that 

was unknown to the workers at any other time in history. Socialism was an ideology developed at that 

point by radical thinkers who put under the question the sanctity of private property and argued in support

of industrial workers against their employers. Labor Unions are organizations formed by industrial 

workers to defend their interests in negotiations with employers. The socialists in the labor movement 

were never identical, but most of the time they were allies. Socialism began as an intellectual movement 

with its founder Karl Marx, whose result of collaboration with Friedrich Engels became visible at their 

“Manifesto Of The Communist Party.” Marx’s main idea is that history is the process of conflicts 

2 "BBC - GCSE Bitesize: Working Conditions In Factories". 2017. Bbc.Co.Uk. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/gcsebitesize/history/shp/britishsociety/livingworkingconditionsrev1.shtml.



between different social classes, which in the given case are the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. “Society 

as a whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes, directly 

facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat,”3 he stated. He argued that the capitalist system allowed 

the bourgeoisie to extract the value of workers’ labor that is the difference between their wages and the 

values of the goods they manufactured.4 Karl Marx noticed a common tendency among the business 

enterprises to become larger and more monopolistic, and workers to grow more numerous and 

impoverished with every downturn in the business cycle. Also, he founded such term as the “scientific 

socialism,”5 which provided an intellectual framework that was a skeleton for the growing dissatisfied 

with raw industrial capitalism. In the late century, business oligarchs spent money on mansions and 

yachts, and private railroad cars and other displays of wealth while the poor struggled to survive. Thus, 

Marx and Engels offered a persuasive argument of this contrast. Remarkably, as a person of politics, Karl 

Marx not only provided a theoretical knowledge but participated in the system described by himself 

becoming an antagonist to the situation. He found the International Working Men’s Association. A 

movement he hoped would bring about the overthrow of the bourgeoisie. However, it attracted more 

intellectuals than the working class. Workers found other means of redressing their grievances such as the

Labor Unions. Despite such misfortune, Karl Marx demonstrated his brilliant mind in addressing the issue

of the fight of classes. He proposed a meaningful idea that “in the capitalist countries where the level of 

production was high in comparison to the rest of world, the overthrow of capitalism in favor of a socialist 

society would improve the lot of the masses of people.”6 Eugene Debs’s view is similar to the Marxist 

ideology; he argues that collaboration between the workers is an inevitable process that put the beginning 

of the industry development. According to him, “the improvement and enlargement of machinery, and the

ever-increasing scale of production compel the concentration of capital, and this makes inevitable the 

concentration and cooperation of the workers.”7 Thus, it is visible what events and conditions embody the

social factor for the Labor Union formation. Throughout the paper, it should be noted that both economic 

and social causes are interlinked and, what is more, they have a particular philosophical background, 

which can be singled out as the separate philosophical factor.

Formation of Labor Unions in the nineteenth century is based on the philosophy of Marxism 

within which one should single out the knowledge of the historical imperialism as the most relevant 

philosophical component. Its key peculiarity lies in the principle of analyzing the social development as 

the natural and historical process, in other words, objective as the natural phenomena. When studying a 

3 Marx, Karl, and Friedrich Engels. 2016. Manifesto Of The Communist Party. New York: Diversion Books. pp. 2
4 Ibid., pp. 23

5 Osgood, Herbert L. 1886. "Scientific Socialism". Political Science Quarterly 1 (4): 560. doi:10.2307/2139068.

6 "A Marxist View Of Socialism". 2017. Workers.Org. http://www.workers.org/2012/us/socialism_0301/.

7 Debs, Eugene V. 1904. Unionism And Socialism. Terre Haute: Standard Publishing Co. pp. 35



human society, the founders of Marxism proceed from the assumption that material production is the 

fundamental basis of social life. In order to exist, society must produce something. Material production is 

nothing more than the human influence on nature with the aim to obtain the means of subsistence 

necessary for life, in particular, food, shelter, clothing. The most important thing in this process is 

people’s labor. An important role in the material production the founders of Marxist philosophy refer to 

the interrelationship between productive forces of society and production relations. The productive forces 

are those with which help society influences nature and uses them for its own purposes. The main role in 

the material production, according to Marx and Engels, belongs to the productive social forces, which are 

the means of production created by society and, above all, the instruments of labor as well as the people 

who use them to create material goods. Production relations are of great importance in material 

production. Since the production has always been social, in the process of establishing material values, 

people are forced to step into certain relations with each other - economic, political, or ethical. Also, 

goods created in the process of material production are exchanged and distributed among people. These 

relations and other relations that arise in this way, Marxism calls industrial relations. A fundamental role 

in the production relations is played by ownership of the essential means of production, but it is important

whether it is public or whether it belongs to individuals. The quality of production relations depends from

the person who owns the property. The public property serves the interests of all the participants; it is 

used to enrich individuals, through the exploitation of workers. One of the main ideas of Marxism is to 

eliminate the exploitation of humans and create better conditions for the development of the productive 

forces. To accomplish this objective, Marxism considers it necessary to abolish private ownership of the 

means of production, turning it into a social one. When it comes to the interaction between productive 

forces and production relations carries out by the law of the correspondence of production relations to the 

nature and level of development of the productive forces. It means the production relations dependent on 

the productive forces. Radical changes in the productive forces require changes in production relations. In

turn, production relations may either enhance or hinder the development of productive forces. When it 

comes to the paper case, the formation of the Labor Unions can be connected to one of the following laws

of Marxism: “If the wealth of society declines the worker suffers most of all, and for the following 

reason: although the working class cannot gain so much as can the class of property owners in a 

prosperous state of society, no one suffers so cruelly from its decline as the working class.”8 Thus, it 

makes a clear understanding of the tendency of the social and economic situation of the society in the 

nineteenth century. In his comment on the Labor Unions, Milton Friedman admitted that the worker is the

key and crucial figure in the market. According to him, “There is more for the worker, but there is also 

more for the employer, the investor, the consumer, and the taxpayer. That is the way the free market 

8 Marx, Karl. 1932. Economic & Philosophic Manuscripts Of 1844. Moscow: Progress Publishers. pp. 4



system distributes the fruits of economic progress among all the people.”9 Thus, all of this philosophical 

facts identify the basis for the creation of the labor movement and formation of the Unions.

In conclusion, the nineteenth century marked the formation of the labor movement in certain 

countries over the world. It was realized under the economic, social, and philosophical factors, which are 

the correlating compounds of the main reason for this phenomenon. With the result of the industrial 

revolution, the situation in the market changed and affected the principle of employment. The social 

problem was reflected in the struggle between two main social classes such as bourgeoisie and proletariat.

All of this was based on the philosophical theory of Marxism, in particular, one of its laws about the 

difference between social classes. Karl Marx was the person who proposed the solution for such an 

adverse tendency in the society. By Marxism theory, the struggle between classed could be eliminated by 

making a property not private but collective and share it.

9 "Milton Friedman On Labor Unions - Free To Choose". 2017. Youtube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=Tefm8wxCQdg.
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