
 

Fair or Not: 

Workers at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition 

 

The 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition was a pivotal moment in Chicago and U.S. history.  
Controversies surround the Fair about the treatment of people including African Americans, 
poor laborers, women, and the people brought to represent their countries.  For this case 
study, we will focus on the Fair and how the workers responsible for building the Fair were 
treated and compensated.   
 

Materials: 

 Using Evidence Graphic Organizers (1 per group with assigned position to argue) 

 Position Graphic Organizer 

 World’s Fair Fact Sheet 

 Timeline sheet 

 Evidence Packet (Labeled A-J) – (1 packet per group) 

 

Outline: 

1. Introduce students to the Fair and labor history using the timeline and fact sheet.  

2. Split students into small groups (approx. 4-5) students per group.  Hand out packets 

and Using Evidence graphic organizers.   

3. Give students time to discuss, select and rank evidence which supports their 

assigned position.  

4. Ask teams to select at least two pieces of evidence, and an advocate to making 

their case in front of the class.   

5. Starting with the “The Fair was fair” argument, the advocate can make their case 

by describing the document, and how it proves their point.  *Project image if 

possible.*  

6. The “Not Fair” side will paraphrase their argument (“I hear you say…, but we think 

…”) and present their evidence.  The groups take turns reflecting and responding to 

evidence for at least two cycles.   

7. If time permits bring students together to have a larger classroom conversation no 

longer in which students can express their own opinions rather than their assigned 

positions.  As a take home assignment, students can complete the Position Graphic 

organizer.    

 

 

 

  



 

CCSS Alignments: 

CCSS.R.1. Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it; 

cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text. 

CCSS.R.2. Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze their development; summarize the 

key supporting details and ideas.  

CCSS.R.7. Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse media and formats, including visually and 

quantitatively, as well as in words.   

CCSS.W.1. Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, using valid 

reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.   

CCSS.W.8. Gather relevant information from multiple print and digital sources, assess the credibility and 

accuracy of each source, and integrate the information while avoiding plagiarism. 

CCSS.SL.1. Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of conversations and collaborations with 

diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively. 

CCSS.SL.2. Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media and formats, including 

visually, quantitatively, and orally. 

CCSS.SL.4. Present information, findings, and supporting evidence such that listeners can follow the line 

of reasoning and the organization, development, and style are appropriate to task, purpose and 

audience. 

 

 

 
  



 

Was the Fair fair? 

Using Evidence Graphic Organizer 

 

Use this sheet to record the evidence your group found to support your position: 
 

The Fair was NOT fair to workers. 
 

Exhibit How does it support your position Rank Evidence (0-10) 
 (1 least helpful, 10 most helpful) 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 
 

 
 
 
 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our Argument:   



 

Was the Fair fair? 

Using Evidence Graphic Organizer 

 

Use this sheet to record the evidence your group found to support your position: 
 

The Fair WAS fair to Workers.  
 

Exhibit How does it support your position Rank Evidence (0-10) 
 (1 least helpful, 10 most helpful) 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 
 

 
 
 
 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our Argument:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Was the Fair fair? 

Position Graphic Organizer 

 

Complete the boxes with notes from each point of view.  Next, write your own position on the 
topic and share how you came to that conclusion. 
 

Was the Fair fair to Workers? 
 

Yes, the Fair was fair because… No, the Fair was not fair because… 

  

 
 

My position:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Basis for my position: 



 

Fair Worker Facts 

 
Building the Fair 

 Prior to the Fair, Jackson Park was mainly sand dunes and swampland which had to be 
drained before construction. The Fair was 663 acres.   

 Over 200 buildings were built in the three years prior to the Fair’s opening.  Most 
buildings had an internal steel skeleton which was covered by a type of plaster.  The 
sculptures and architectural features of buildings were also made of this material.  

 
Types of Workers 

 Steelworkers/Ironworkers 

 Carpenters 

 Plasterers 

 Bricklayers 

 Stonecutters 

 Many others were involved in the upkeep of the grounds, sanitation etc. 
 

Some workers were brought to the grounds to construct the Country pavilions, one example is 
a group of Japanese stonecutters were brought to create the Japanese pavilion on the Wooded 
Isle.   
 
What was it like to build the fair? 
Health conditions at the fairgrounds and living conditions for workers—many of them European 
immigrants—hired to build the fair were horrible. During construction, there were 5,919 cases 
of injury and sickness reported by the Fair’s medical department.  
 

Over thirty workers died building the fair; of these many died of head injuries. Workers also got 
sick from outbreaks of diseases. One former worker recalled that more than four hundred 
workers were forced to live and eat together in one building where they were watched by 
guards to keep them from contact with union organizers. 
 

- Adapted from: Grand Illusions: Chicago’s World’s Fair of 1893 by Neil Harris, Wim de Wit, James Gilbert, 
and Robert W. Rydell, 1993 by the Chicago Historical Society. Information found on pages166-168 

 
Important Worlds’ Columbian Exposition Dates and Numbers 

- The Fair opened on May 1, 1893 
- The Ferris Wheel Grand Opening was on June 21, 1893 
- A special day was held in honor of Chicago on October 9, 1893 with 716,881 Chicagoans 

in attendance.  
- The Fair closed on October 30, 1893 
- 25,836,073 people attended the Fair 
- 46 Nations participated in the Fair 

  



 

 

Fair or Not: Timeline 
In 1833 Oberlin College became the first coeducational college (to accept both men and women).  The first 
women to graduate with bachelor’s degrees did so in 1841. 

In 1838, more than 3,000 white and African American women met in Philadelphia to deliver and attend 
abolitionist speeches at the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women.  This conference inspired many 
women to fight for their own rights, in addition to fighting to end slavery. 

In 1848 the first national conference for women’s rights was held at Seneca Falls.  The conference was 
inspired by abolitionist conferences, and attended by African American leaders, including Frederick Douglass. 

On January 1, 1863, Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation went into effect. The document 
proclaimed that all of the slaves in the rebelling Confederate States were free, and called for freed slave to 
enlist in the Union Army, to fight against the Confederates in the Civil War.  True freedom for American slaves 
wasn’t won until 1865, with the adoption of the 13th Amendment. 

In 1869 the Knights of Labor, the first major labor union in the United States, formed.  They joined together to 
improve the lives of workers and to rally for making 8 hours a standard work day.  Before that, many workers, 
including children, worked 10-15 hours a day without extra pay.  Their slogan was “Eight hours for work, 8 
hours for sleep, 8 hours for what we will.” 

In 1886 a violent riot broke out in Haymarket Square between police officers and labor activists who were 
advocating for an 8 hour work day. The violence resulted in the death of seven police officers and at least four 
civilians.  Several activists, including August Spies & Albert Parsons, were arrested and sentenced to death.   

In 1889 Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr founded Hull House on the Near West Side of Chicago. Not only 
did Hull House serve thousands of new immigrants, but it also offered educated women meaningful work and 
a platform to demonstrate their skills at a time when women were still not allowed in most professions. 

World’s Columbian Exposition 

From 1893-1897 the United States went through a terrible Economic Depression.  Factories and businesses 
closed and tens of thousands of workers lost their jobs, at the same time that the population nearly doubled. 

In 1893 the governor of Illinois pardoned the Haymarket activists, though some had already been killed.  
Some people believe the governor did this so that workers wouldn’t protest the World’s Fair. 

In 1913 women earned right to vote in Illinois.  It wasn’t until 1920 that all women earned the right to vote 
with the passage of the 19th Amendment. 

In 1916 the Adamson Act, the first national law calling for an 8 hour workday passed.  Not until 1937 did the 
40 hour work week (the invention of the weekend!) become standard for most Americans. 

In the summer of 1919, violent Race Riots broke out on the South Side of Chicago.  The fighting was a result of 
building tension among communities over jobs, housing, and equal treatment.  Fighting reportedly broke out 
when an African American teenager entered an area of lakefront beaches that was unofficially segregated.  
After a week of tremendous violence, nearly 40 people were killed and hundreds more were injured.  The riots 
were a stinging reminder that racial segregation was a serious problem in the Chicago. 


