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  Context


  Before she became famous as Mother Jones, Mary Harris was one of the many Irish immigrants who braved the dangerous trans-Atlantic voyage to escape the poverty and famine of Ireland and seek a better life in America. In the mid-nineteenth century, the Irish population had become destitute and landless. When a fungus destroyed the Irish potato crops in the middle of the nineteenth century, famine spread throughout the country, and the Irish population became even more destitute. Even in the early years of her life, therefore, Mary Harris was already a witness to the ravages of poverty and famine.


  The influx of Irish immigrants to the United States provided U.S. industrial expansion with thousands of cheap workers. Immigrants were usually the most desperate workers, and company owners used this desperation to their advantage. In addition, although immigrants were a vital part of America's industrial expansion in the late nineteenth century, many Americans felt economically threatened by the influx of foreign workers. Despite this exploitation and hostility, more immigrants came to the United States, and the industrial expansion continued with the construction of the railroads, the mining of coal, and the production of steel. Corporations formed and controlled vast areas of production, and business interests manipulated the government.


  As a result, competition between companies decreased, as they did not have to worry about offering competitive wages. Consequently, the conditions for miners and other workers worsened, and they felt an increasing helplessness when attempting to demand better working conditions or increased wages. Mining was a dangerous occupation, and accidents killed many people, but if a worker complained, he would be fired and blacklisted, so that no other company would hire him. These were typical occurrences in the mine towns across the United States.


  Mary Harris and her family were also desperate immigrants, most of them laborers. At this time, women were becoming a greater part of the industrial workforce and providing extra income for their families. Eventually, children were also put to work in factories. Mary Harris worked, first as a teacher, then as a dressmaker. She lived an independent life, but was not at all wealthy. As a dressmaker, Harris worked primarily for the wealthier classes, and she witnessed firsthand the frivolity and wealth of the rich.


  While wealthy businessmen such as Andrew Carnegie and John Davidson Rockefeller, Jr. built their empires, poor workers saw their living conditions decline. Practices such as child labor were pervasive. This was America's Gilded Age, a time of great prosperity for some, but great destitution for many more. Many members of the working class rebelled against the extreme inequalities of wealth. In the late nineteenth century, anarchist and socialist organizations had large followings, and some even demanded the overthrow of capitalism. Despite violent opposition, workers began to organize successfully, and employers began to fear the strength and unity of labor unions. Mary Harris's husband had been an active member of a union, and she saw from this experience the power and importance of union organization. Later, while working in Chicago, Harris attended numerous political meetings and eventually became an organizer of labor unions and strikes.


  In the face of numerous strikes, company owners slowly and begrudgingly agreed to improve working conditions, and eventually recognized the unions. By the early twentieth century, public opinion was skeptical of the excesses of the industrial era. The reformists of the "Progressive Era" sought solutions to the problems of poverty, public health, corruption, and other issues. Theodore Roosevelt, who was President of the United States of America, made an important gesture when he agreed to see John Mitchell, President of the UMW, during an anthracite strike. Business was beginning to feel pressure from the government, which brought anti-trust lawsuits against corporations that had become so large that they inhibited competition.


  The battle for labor and better working conditions continued, even throughout World War I. Unions gained more power, even though they still had to struggle to obtain these concessions. Mother Jones worked with miners and other workers. She took on the most difficult issues and went to the most remote places to support workers. She campaigned on their behalf and rallied them at a time when workers had few public supporters.


  Summary


  The legendary Mother Jones, once called the "most dangerous woman in America," holds an important position in American history because of her struggle to achieve equality and justice for the country's industrial laborers. On behalf of the workers, Mother Jones spent much time in prison, and faced abuse from the public and from officials. Although Mother Jones preached the doctrine of socialism to the workers and advocated the overthrow of capitalism, she also knew that workers needed short-term improvements in their lives, and fought with them for better working conditions and better wages.


  Born as Mary Harris in Ireland in 1837, Mother Jones experienced a difficult early life, surrounded by the poverty of an Ireland devastated by English domination and a famine that ravaged the vital potato crop. In the early 1850s, Harris and her family left to establish a better life in America, finally settling in Toronto. There, Mary Harris attended school and studied to become a teacher. She left the school without completing her degree and took a teaching position in Monroe, Michigan, in 1859, then went to Chicago to try to work as a dressmaker.


  Finally, in 1860, Mary Harris moved to Memphis, Tennessee, where she married George Jones in 1861 and gave birth to four children. Her happy existence ended with the yellow fever epidemic in 1867, which killed her husband and all four of her children. Mary Harris left Memphis to start a new life as a dressmaker in Chicago, where she became active in the labor movement. By the early 1890s, her reputation as a devoted labor leader was beginning to be established, and she had earned the moniker Mother Jones. Among other activities, Jones was one of the organizers of Coxey's Army, a group of unemployed men who marched on Washington to demand a federal jobs program.


  By the late nineteenth- and early twentieth- centuries, Mother Jones's reputation was of a national scale. She led organizing efforts in striking mining communities, and helped J.A. Wayland publish the leading leftist journal of the day, The Appeal to Reason. As a union organizer for the United Mine Workers of America, Mother Jones's work rallying workers and their families was instrumental in the success of the strikes in Pennsylvania's anthracite mines. However, Jones was most drawn to the coalminers in West Virginia and Colorado, who worked and lived in particularly deplorable conditions. She felt that she was most needed there, and she worked in many campaigns, including the infamous Colorado Coal War. Jones spoke on behalf of the workers and raised money for strikes, and explained their cause to those who were not familiar with it. Her last important struggle was for the steel workers in 1919. She worked tirelessly, but the power of Andrew Carnegie's US Steel prevailed.
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