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IV. The Great Strikes 

A. Socialism 

1. In 1890, the richest  9% of Americans held 75% of the nation’s wealth. 

i. Average workers made a couple hundred dollars per year.  

ii. Meanwhile, Carnegie and Rockefeller were making millions. 

 

2. Socialism is an economic and political philosophy that favors public 

ownership over the means of production. 

i. Society should own a country’s wealth 

ii. Wealth should be equally distributed to all 

3. Socialism favors cooperation instead of competition. 

4. 1848 - Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels wrote the Communist Manifesto 

which predicted that workers would overthrow the capitalist system. 

B. Rise of the Labor Unions 

1. Local Unions 

i. Unions organized workers in certain trades such as construction 

and textile manufacturing. 

ii. Provided help to workers in bad times 

iii. Expressed workers’ demands to management/ownership 

a. Shorter workdays 

b. Higher wages 

c. Better working conditions 

C. Knights of Labor 

1. Formed in Philadelphia in 1869 

2. Wanted to organize all working men and women into a single union 

3. Led by Terrence Powderly 

4. Goals: 

i. Equal Pay for Equal Work 

ii. 8 Hour Work Day 

iii. End to Child Labor 

D. American Federation of Labor (AFL) 

1. Formed in 1886 by Samuel Gompers 

2. AFL was a craft union – only organized skilled labor in a network of smaller 

unions for each craft 

3. AFL focused on: 

i. Workers’ wages 

ii. Working hours 

iii. Working conditions 

4. Methods of the AFL: 

i. Economic Pressure 

a. Strikes 



b. Boycotts 

ii. Wanted to force employers to participate in collective bargaining. 

a. Workers negotiate as a group with employers 

b. Workers in a union have more power than a single worker 

acting alone. 

E. Industrial Workers of the World (IWW, aka Wobblies) 

1. Focused on unskilled workers 

2. A radical union that included many socialists 

F. Reaction of Employers 

1. Employers disliked and feared unions 

2. Feared the rise of costs due to: 

i. Higher Wages 

ii. Safer workplaces 

iii. Shorter hours 

3. Union-Busting Tactics 

i. Forbade Union Meetings 

ii. Fired Union Organizers 

iii. Forced New Employees to sign “Yellow Dog” contracts promising 

never to join a union or participate in a strike 

iv. Refused to bargain collectively when strikes did occur 

v. Refused to recognize unions as the representatives of the workers  

G. The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 

1. July, 1877 – The Baltimore and Ohio (B&O) Railroad announced a wage cut 

of 10% in the middle of a depression. 

i. This was the second wage cut in 8 months. 

ii. Other railroads did the same. 

iii. Railroads also began to run “double headers” – trains with 2 engines 

and twice as many cars. 

a. This increased the danger 

b. Caused worker layoffs 

2. Workers in Martinsburg, WV declared a strike. 

3. When they tried to prevent others from running the trains, they fought with the 

local militia. 

i. Violence spread to other cities 

ii. State governors asked for Federal assistance 

iii. President Hayes sent in Federal troops 

1. In Pittsburgh, soldiers fired on rioters and strikers. Many were 

killed and wounded. 

2. A large crowd set fire to railroad company property causing 

more than $5 million in damages. 

3. The President sent more troops 

4. Employers began to rely on Federal and State soldiers to end labor actions. 

H. Haymarket, 1886 

1. May 1, 1886 – National demonstration for an eight-hour workday. 

2. Strikes erupted in many cities 

3. May 3, in Chicago police broke up a fight between workers and scabs. 



i. Scab is a negative term for a replacement worker brought in to replace 

a striking worker. 

ii. Police action caused several casualties among the workers. 

4. Union leaders organized a protest rally on the evening of May 4 in Chicago’s 

Haymarket Square. 

i. The protest rally included workers, socialists, and anarchists (people 

who oppose all government). 

ii. At the event, someone threw a bomb into a police formation, killing 

one officer. 

iii. Police opened fire on the crowd. 

iv. The press blamed the Knights of Labor. 

v. Many Americans began to associate unions with violence. 

5. May 1
st
 is now celebrated every year as an international workers’ holiday. 

I. Homestead, 1892 

1. Carnegie Steel, led by Andrew Carnegie’s business partner Henry Clay Frick, 

tried to cut workers’ wages. 

2. The Carnegie Steel plant in Homestead, PA called a strike. 

3. Frick brought in Pinkertons (a private police force known to break strikes). 

i. July 5, Pinkertons moved up the Monongahela, River on barges. 

ii. Pinkertons engaged striking workers in a shootout. 

iii. Several people were killed and wounded. 

4. July 23, anarchist Alexander Berkman attempted to assassinate Frick. 

i. This turned the public against the strikers.  

ii. November 20, the Union called off the strike. 

iii. Homestead reopened under the protection of the militia. 

J. Pullman, 1894 

1. 1893 – Pullman Railcar Company laid off workers and cut wages by 25%. 

2. May, 1894 – A group of workers went to George Pullman to protest. 

i. He fired 3 of the workers. 

ii. The local Union went on strike 

3. Pullman refused to negotiate and shut down the plant – locking out workers. 

4. The local union turned to the national union American Railway Union 

(A.R.U.) led by Eugene V. Debs. 

i. June, 1894 – 200,000 railway workers from across the U.S. joined the 

strikers. 

ii. Debs ordered strikers not to disrupt the mail. 

iii. Western railroad traffic was completely shut down including the mail. 

5. Owners formed the General Managers Association and turned to the Federal 

government for help. 

i. They argued that strikers were breaking Federal law by disrupting the 

mail. 

ii. Also argued that the A.R.U. was an illegal trust and was violating the 

Sherman Anti-Trust Act. 

iii. U.S. Federal Courts forbade all union activity that stopped railroad 

traffic. 



iv. President Grover Cleveland sent 2,500 Federal troops to enforce the 

court order. The strike ended a week later. 

6. Effects 

i. Factory owners realized that the Federal government could help them 

fight against unions. 

ii. The courts and the Federal government regularly backed business 

owners against unions. 


