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“An epoch in the history of the nation is here marked, and from it will be dated the beginning of
political discussion, and social movements which are destined to enlist the profound attention of
thinking minds throughout the civilized world.”
J. A. Dacus, on the Great Railroad Strike, 18771

Rapid industrialization during the nineteenth century revolutionized
commerce, communication, politics, and American social life. But in the wake of
such transformation, one emerging group was left behind: the common laborer.
When workers finally revolted in 1877, their cause, which became known
as the Great Railroad Strike, marked the first national labor event in United
States history and served as a turning point for the American labor movement.
Although the strike itself failed, it evoked further labor upheaval, organization
of American workers, and long-term political and social change.
The Changing Nature of Labor
Strikes have existed as long as employed labor; records reveal strikes on
the Egyptian pyramids thousands of years ago and the first documented strike
in North America occurred in 1636.2 Yet in the early 1800s, strikes in the
United States were local, unorganized, and often illegal.3 Prior to the Second
Industrial Revolution in the mid-1800s, the vast majority of laborers were
self-employed farmers or artisans, so there was little need for strikes.4 In the
event of a dispute, workers merely stayed home until terms were settled; these
“turn-outs” were largely peaceful.5 Yet as the nineteenth century progressed,
the nature of labor changed dramatically. The factory system increased demand
for labor in urban areas, and rural Americans, drawn by the offer of a steady
wage, saw industrialization as their chance to find a better life.6 At the same
time, an influx of European immigrants arrived in Eastern cities, expanding the
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available labor force and stimulating further industrial development.7 In 1800,
just eleven percent of laborers worked outside of agriculture, but by 1900, this
figure climbed to eighty percent.8
Following the Civil War, the railroad industry took the lead in industrial
growth. In 1850, less than 10,000 miles of tracks existed, but by 1877, 79,000
miles crisscrossed the nation.9 Fueled by government subsidies and land grants,
during the 1870s the railroad industry became the largest commercial sector in
the United States.10 The Chicago Tribune called it “the very heart and life of the
modern system of commercial existence.”11 As railroads expanded, their political
and economic power grew as well. Railroad lobbyists were ubiquitous in both
state and federal legislatures. A British ambassador described the companies’
influence in 1877: “The power wielded by [railroad] corporations in this country
is almost incredible …they ignore entirely the principle that property has its
duties as well as its privileges.”12
In contrast, workers lacked political and economic power. Emigration from
Europe to America and migration from rural areas to cities meant the supply
of labor was constantly greater than demand.13 Because the individual worker
was not a highly-valued commodity, companies seldom had incentive to
respond to their employees’ needs. Since there was little prevailing ideology
of working-class solidarity, labor unions were unsuccessful and often viewed
as criminal organizations.14 Politicians and business leaders, citing events such
as the 1871 Paris Commune, justified anti-union legislation to prevent violence
and anarchy.15
In addition to facing legal obstacles, unions were unpopular with the public.
In an 1877 sermon, preacher Henry Ward Beecher summarized the opinion
of many Americans: “I do not say that a dollar a day is enough to support a
working man… But a man who cannot live on bread and water is not fit to
live.”16 Beecher and many others believed workers must submit to whatever
conditions prevailed in the industry. Despite the 1842 Supreme Court ruling
Commonwealth vs. Hunt, which established that unions were technically legal,
public opinion of labor organizations remained negative prior to the Great
Strike of 1877.17
The problems faced by the labor movement only intensified when economic
panic erupted in 1873. With unemployment at twenty-five percent in many
Eastern cities, the value of the individual worker dropped further.18 As wage
cuts worsened, workers and existing unions fought back. But when corporations
responded mercilessly, firing and blacklisting suspected unionists, employees
grew wary of protesting and labor unions lost strength or disbanded entirely.19
In New York City, union membership dropped from 45,000 workers in 1873
to just 5,000 in 1876.20 Railroad employees faced harsh conditions during the
panic and subsequent depression, as workers lacked organization and could not
collectively respond to wage cuts.21 The only major group of railroad workers
with an established brotherhood, the engineers, attempted a strike in February
1876 in response to a ten percent pay cut. The strike failed, engineers who
participated were replaced, and railroad business continued as usual.22
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Tensions Break

As economic depression persisted and corporations suffered falling revenues,
owners of several major railroad companies agreed to simultaneously cut wages
by ten percent in the spring of 1877.23 For most workers, this represented a
thirty-five percent pay cut from three years previously.24 Though John Garrett,
president of B&O Railroad, hoped the workers would “cheerfully recognize
the necessity of the reduction,” the cut provoked already angry workers.25
On July 16, when pay cuts took effect, B&O workers in Martinsburg, West
Virginia, drove company engines into the roundhouse and announced no train
would leave until pay was restored.26 When the state militia, summoned by
West Virginia Governor Henry Matthews, failed to contain the strike, Matthews
wrote to President Rutherford B. Hayes, requesting federal troops to quell the
“riotous proceedings” and “protect the law-abiding people of the State against
domestic violence.”27 28 Hoping public pressure would suppress the furious
strikers, President Hayes warned citizens against “aiding, countenancing,
abetting or taking part in such unlawful proceedings.”29 But the president’s
words were in vain: within a few days, the strike spread to dozens of other
railroad cities.30
What differentiated this railroad strike from previous efforts was public
sympathy for the striking workers and disapproval of railroad company tactics.
Farmers throughout the country resented high freight rates, workers across
multiple industries blamed railroad companies for chronic unemployment
and low wages, and the public was infuriated by railroad corruption.31 Many
protesters were not railroad employees, but tradesmen or common people who
shared the workers’ outrage.32 In Martinsburg, a reporter noted the townspeople
“all seemed to express sympathy with the strikers.”33 When state governors
mobilized local militia, the militiamen too sympathized with the workers,
refusing to “take up arms against their brethren.”34 In Pittsburgh, a reporter
described: “[The militia] refused absolutely to operate against rioters. [They]
threw their guns away, and distributed cartridges among the crowd.”35 If the
militia tried to fight the strikers, they faced public opposition. When Maryland
Governor John Carroll assembled the state militia to contain strikers in
Cumberland, only 59 of the 200 militiamen arrived at the scene of the strike;
they were repeatedly attacked en route and most defected.36 In Syracuse, one
reporter remarked: “[the] militia had become more like a mob than custodians
of the public peace, and nobody felt any confidence in their efficiency.”37
As the violence spread, President Hayes was forced to act. Under pressure
from governors and railroad corporations, he deployed federal troops to quell
the riots. After three weeks of turmoil, the strike ended. Over one hundred
people were killed during the violence.38 The economic costs in property
damage and lost business totaled over six million dollars in Pittsburgh alone.39
On August 5, President Hayes noted in his diary: “The strikes have been put
down by force, but now for the real remedy…”40

96

Jessica Piper

Aftermath and Response
The Great Railroad Strike highlighted the weakness and vulnerability of
the American labor movement. The strike was not organized; instead it spread,
in the words of J. P. McDonnell, editor of The Labor Standard, “because the
workingmen of Pittsburgh felt the same oppression … [as] the workingmen
of West Virginia and so with the workingmen of Chicago and St. Louis.”41 Yet
despite the protesters’ persistence, the strikes did not achieve their goal: restored
pay for railroad employees. Instead, workers who had participated were punished
or replaced. The Pittsburgh Daily Post remarked: “The strike fails. The railroad
companies make no concessions, and are masters of the situation.”42
Fearful of another costly strike, railroad companies sought to prevent upheaval
both by appeasing workers and preventing them from organizing. Citing
expensive damage from the strike, Robert Harris, president of the Burlington
Railroad, wrote: “We have seen that a reduction of pay to the employees may be
as expensive…as an increase in pay.”43 Under popular pressure, several railroad
companies attempted to boost workers’ morale by improving conditions and
providing coverage for sickness, injury, and death.44 Although visible working
conditions sometimes improved, corporations continued to suppress unions and
other alliances by enacting conspiracy statutes, firing workers who unionized,
and employing strikebreakers at any sign of trouble.45
A National Movement
Although the railroad protesters hardly achieved their goals, their efforts awoke
the American people to the potency of a vast working class, inspiring more protests
and reform. The Great Railroad Strike marked the first labor movement to jump
state boundaries and extend across the nation.46 In an 1887 account, historian
Samuel Logan remarked: “It would be difficult to find a community or even a
family in the nation [who]…remained untouched.”47 The Great Railroad Strike
established labor as a political and societal force that would greatly influence
the United States in the following years.
The Great Railroad Strike also inspired several prominent labor leaders.
Terence Powderly, director of the Knights of Labor, took lessons from the 1877
strike to channel worker outrage into effective protests.48 His organization,
founded in 1869, saw membership skyrocket in the early 1880s and engineered
successful several railroad strikes in 1885.49 The 1877 strike also spurred the
development of railroad brotherhoods. Prior to the strike, just three of these
organizations existed; by 1901, all seventeen classifications of railroad employees
established a brotherhood.50 Recognizing the strike’s failure, brotherhood leaders,
such as Eugene Debs, advocated negotiations rather than mass strikes. Speaking
to brotherhood members in 1877, Debs remarked: “recent strikes, which terrified
an entire nation… are the last means… after all peaceful efforts to obtain justice
have failed.”51 While Debs sympathized with the railroad workers’ cause, he
sought diplomatic methods to achieve their goals. He later became president of
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the American Railway Union, which played a key role in labor relations during
the 1890s.52 Another prominent labor leader, Samuel Gompers, held similar views:
“Without organizations strong enough to conduct a successful strike, the railway
workers rebelled… The railroad strike of 1877 was the tocsin that sounded a
ringing message of hope to us all.”53 Gompers blamed the strike’s failure and
violence on the lack of organized labor and believed that unions could provide the
discipline and means for workers to negotiate successfully.54 With this mindset,
he founded the Federation of Trades of North America in 1881, which became
the American Federation of Labor in 1886 and played a substantial role in labor
relations throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.55
Even while leaders preached negotiation instead of violent protests, strikes
in the 1880s grew in frequency and intensity, resulting in greater government
involvement. In 1881, 100,000 workers engaged in just 471 strikes; in 1886,
over 400,000 workers participated in nearly 1,500 strikes.56 Whereas the federal
government avoided labor disputes prior to the Great Railroad Strike, federal troops
were commonly used to combat strikes during the 1880s and 1890s. Violence in
Texas during the 1886 Southwest Railroad strikes required government military
assistance;57 that same year, a bomb killed seven policemen during a protest for the
eight-hour workday in Haymarket Square, Chicago.58 Union-organized walkouts
on the Buffalo and Northern Railroad lines in 1891 and 1893 were met with federal
force, and the railroad turmoil peaked in 1894, when workers retaliated against pay
cuts by the Pullman Palace Car Company.59 The Pullman Strike stopped railroad
traffic across the nation, battles broke out between federal troops and strikers in
twenty-six states, and twenty-five were killed.60
Political Change
Workers also took their grievances to the political stage as several labor parties
strengthened following the Great Railroad Strike. The strike provided the impetus
for the Greenback-Labor Party, which ran on a platform including reduction of
labor hours by law and prohibition of convict labor.61 In the election of 1878, the
year following the Great Railroad Strike, the Greenback-Labor party polled up
to twenty-five percent of the vote in some states and elected fourteen candidates
to Congress.62 The Workingmen’s Party of the United States also gained political
traction following the 1877 strike; however, the WPUS was viewed as Marxist
by many Americans and thus never became a serious political force.63 While the
Workingmen’s Party never gained a large constituency and the Greenback-Labor
Party faded after the election of 1884, labor continued to impact American politics,
inspiring major legislation and fueling the emergence of the Populist Party in the
1890s.64
In addition to galvanizing several minor parties, the Great Railroad Strike
established labor rights as a persistent political issue that impacted both major
parties throughout the late nineteenth century. Increased awareness of unions
prompted the first Labor Day celebration in 1882.65 In 1894, Congress, under
pressure following the violent Pullman Strike, declared Labor Day a national
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holiday, partially to appease the demands of angry workers.66 In response to
continued labor unrest, Congress also established the Bureau of Labor in 1884
to investigate the “relations between labor and capital, the wages and hours of
labor, the conditions of the labor classes…strikes, and… the causes thereof.”67 The
Bureau gained support of both labor advocates and opponents, as unions viewed it
as an opportunity to voice workers’ concerns, while other Americans, frightened
by labor unrest, believed a federal labor agency could prevent violent strikes.68
Concerns over railroad labor and unfair corporate practices also prompted the first
measure to regulate railroads, the 1887 Interstate Commerce Act.69 Though not
directly aimed at railroad workers, this law represented the first major government
regulation of private enterprise and reduced railroad corporations’ political and
economic power.70 Although railroad workers and labor unions did not make
serious gains until the passage of progressive-era legislation, such as the 1916
Workingmen’s Compensation Bill, the Great Railroad Strike profoundly influenced
American politics throughout the late nineteenth century.71
As the first mass strike in United States history, the Great Railroad Strike served
as a turning point for American labor by prompting widespread organization of
unions and nationalizing the American labor movement. Though the strike hardly
resolved workers’ challenges, it politicized the issue of labor rights, leading to
long-term political and social change. Just a few weeks after the strike ended,
the Washington Capital remarked: “Those who understand the forces at work in
American society already know that America will never be the same again. For
decades, yes centuries to come, our nation will feel the effects of the tidal wave
that swept over it for two weeks in July.”72 Although the reporter who wrote these
words could not have imagined the changes the United States would face over
the next century, the prediction remains astonishingly accurate.
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