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America's multi-ethnic society grew exponentially during the Industrial Revolution. From 

1860-1900, American population increased 142.3% from 31,450,000 in 1860 to 76,212,000 in 

1900. During that same time the number of industrial workers increased 292.3% and the gross 

national product soared from 1.3 million to 5.1 million. In the latter part of the 19th century (1880-

1900), immigrants came to meet the labor needs of industrialized America; we saw 8,942,863 

people come to U.S. shores from Austria Hungary, German Empire, Greece, Ireland, Italy, 

Russia, Scandinavia, and the United Kingdom.1  

Many immigrants relied on their heritage and collective identity to ease transition into 

American society. They formed ethnic enclaves where they could speak their native language, 

celebrate their culture, enjoy cuisine from their homeland, and discuss issues facing their ethnic 

group. Immigrant heritage shaped American culture, as they integrated different skills, political 

ideas, arts, history, religion, food, and social norms. Some immigrant groups formed 

workingmen's associations to discuss labor conditions and provide assistance to fellow 

countrymen entering the American workforce. Immigrant  organizations would provide comfort 

and support to individuals thousands of miles from their native land. 

On an individual basis, immigrant workers and native laborers found themselves 

powerless to stop the industrial machine's exploitation of labor. With workers arriving in ever 

greater numbers, employers could easily hire another person to replace the laborer who dared 

to ask for better working conditions. In general, workers labored long hours (10-14 per day) six 

days a week. Some were paid irregularly and in scrip (company store credit, etc.) that didn't 

allow them control over their household budget and kept them in a perpetual state of 

dependence. Unsafe working conditions, poor or no healthcare, low wages, and dangerous jobs 

all marked the average life of a worker. Every year between 1880 and 1900, on average 35,000 
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workers were killed and 500,000 injured.2 To make matters worse, the legal system advantaged 

industrialists in workplace accident cases, rarely holding employers liable for their laborers' 

injuries or deaths.  

For most of America's legal history, common law doctrines of employee negligence, 

assumption of risk, or fellow servant enforced ideas that male workers were responsible for their 

workplace injuries. These three doctrines protected employers from paying any type of 

compensation for workplace accidents. If a worker was killed or injured, the courts would weigh 

whether the employee knew that the job contained risks, whether a fellow worker could have  

stopped the injury, and whether the employee had acted in any negligent manner. In most 

instances, judges found that one of the three doctrines applied, thus, the employer was not 

liable to compensate the worker for his injury or his widow for the loss of the family's primary 

wage earner. For instance, in Fryezynski v. Rice (1912), the Michigan Supreme Court ruled that 

Kazmir Fryezynski, who lost his forearm and hand, had assumed the risks of the job and was 

not due any award for his injury. As part of his duties at the W.W. Rice Leather Company, 

Fryezynski covered large, industrial rollers with burlap; he would then slide soaked hides 

through the rollers; the burlap absorbed excess water. While he was putting fresh burlap on a 

roller (as the job required), the material caught his finger and drew his hand into the rollers, 

which in turn crushed his fingers and forearm. Fryezynski sought compensation because the 

injury happened at the workplace and the activity that caused the accident was a normal part of 

his job. Although co-workers testified that the job was inherently unsafe for one man, the court 

ruled that Fryezynski assumed the risks of the job and was not due compensation for any 

resultant injuries.3 
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Workers gained power and influence through unionization. The trade union or guild 

enjoyed a long history in many European nations. Immigrants brought those traditions with them 

and influenced the growing American labor movement of the 19th century. Groups like the 

Knights of Labor were multi-ethnic organizations that represented various trades, both skilled 

and unskilled. Through solidarity, laborers found power and were able to advance working 

conditions through strikes, boycotts, and labor legislation.4 Between 1881 and 1905, six million 

workers participated in nearly 37,000 strikes.5 By the 1910s, unionists had been able to foment 

legislative change and many states had enacted hours laws, employer liability/workmen's 

compensation acts, safety statutes, child labor requirements, and wage payment laws.  
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