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1877 mass strike:
~. capital & labor on __'

By Eric Foner

I his month marks the 100th anniver-

' sary of the Great Strike of 1877. One
of the bitterest expressions of class war-
fare in American history, it was the closest
this ¢

The Great Strike came at the end of the
most severe depression the nation had ever
suffered. Between 1873 and 1877 the
fledgling trade union movement had been
decimated, its ranks reduced to 50,000
men and women, a mere one-tenth the
number of five years earlier. Unemploy-
ment was rife in every major city while
those with jobs suffered substantial cuts
in wages.

The Great Strike began on Monday,
July 16, 1877, when workers on the Bal-
timore and Ohio railroad walked off their
jobs in Martinsburg, W.Va., to protest the
second wage cut in less than a year.
Crowds of strikers and their supporters
in the community blocked trains entering
or leaving the city. When the state militia
was unable to clear the tracks, President
Rutherford B. Hayes sent in 300 federal
troops. The army succeeded in moving
trains out of Martinsburg, only to be
blocked by crowds of sympathizers when
they reached the surrounding countryside.

What began as a local dispute spread
like wildfire along the nation’s railways.
In the next two weeks the strike affected

every region of the country except New .

England. In Pittsburgh, news of the
walkout inspired workers on the Pennsyl-
vania railroad to walk off their jobs, while

sympathy strikes were organized by min--

ers and workers in the great Carnegie steel
mills. When crowds seized the railroad
switches in the city, the Pittsburgh militia
refused to act against them.

‘The militia.

Militia units were brought in from Phila-
delphia, although at least one Irish
regiment gave its arms to the strikers and
went home. At one Pittsburgh railroad
crossing, the milita fired on the strikers,
killing 20 people. The crowd’s response
was one of the most dramatic acts of in-
surrection in American history, the burn-
ing of the Pittsburgh railroad yards. On
Sunday and Monday, July 23 and 24, 104
locomotives and 2,000 railroad cars went
up in flames. To one local newspaper it
seemed ‘‘the beginning of a great civil war
in this country, between capital and
labor.”

In Chicago, according to one labor his-

is_country has come to experiencing a .
" nation-wide general sthike. '

An eminent historian
explains the significance
of the great strike of
1877 on its 100th
anniversary.

torian, the Great Strike was ‘‘almost a rev-
olution, but without revolutionary in-
tent.”’ Events there began with a meeting
called by the Workingmen’s party, a
small socialist organization, and with a
spontaneous walkout by railroad switch-
men. On July 24, representatives of doz-
ens of trades met to formulate demands
for higher wages and an eight-hour day;
the next day, crowds of strikers closed
down virtually every business in the city.
On the final day of the struggle in Chi-
cago, troops and armed bands of middle-
class citizens restored order, but only after
severe fighting near railroad viaducts, at-
tacks on railroad property and pitched
battles between strikers and police. At the
same time, a general strike for the eight-
hour day shut down the city of St. Louis
for several days and railroad property was
destroyed in Buffalo. -

One of the most remarkable features of
the 1877 upheaval was the widespread
popular sympathy for the railroad strik-
ers. ““Itis folly,”’ said the New York Tri-
bune, ‘‘to blink at the fact that ... public
opinion is almost everywhere in sympathy

" with the insurrection.”” Whole communi-
ties united behind the strikers, expressing
the widespread hostility to the hated rail-
roads. The largest capitalist enterprises in
the country, railroads symbolized the new
industrial era, which indeed they had
helped to create. Cities like Chicago and
Pittsburgh could hardly have existed
without the railroad, but in these cities
there was broad resentment against dis-
crimination in railroad rates, the corrup-

.tion of state legislatures by railroad money
and the gobbling up of the public domain
by the companies.

The power of the raiiroads.

Railroad managers were the power brok-
ers of post-Civil War America. The “‘bar-
gain of 1877,”’ which had ended Recon-
struction some months earlier by provid-
ing for the withdrawal of the last fedetal

troops from the South, had been engi-
neered by railroad men. How ironic that
this same year witnessed the use of federal
troops against northern workers; the issue
of slavery and race which had divided the
nation for so long seemed to have been re-

placed by thé issue of Artiericits’ responise™ =
. to the newly industrialized society.

The most remarkable thing about the
1877 strike was its spontaneity. The timid
railroad brotherhoods—organizations of
skilled engineers and firemen—were not
involved in organizing the strike. The un-
organized switchmen took the lead, along
with thousands of factory workers who
were not yet members of unions. The
strike revealed a high degree of labor sol-
idarity, but also some of the tensions that
existed in the working class. In St. Louis
thére was unity between black and white
workers; in San Francisco a mass meeting
called to discuss a sympathy strike ended
in rioting against the Chinese community.

Finally, federad troops succeeded in put-
ting an end to the strike. The massive ar-
mories that still stand in the centers of
American cities, often on land donated by
chambers of commerce, are a legacy of the
events of 1877, monuments to fears of in-
ternal upheaval rather than invasion from
abroad.

Class consciousness.

The Great Strike ushered in a period of
class consciousness and militant labor/capi-
tal conflict unprecedented in their history
of this—and perhaps any other—nation.
The use of federal troops aroused tremen-
dous bitterness in working-class communi-
ties and the experience of the Great Strike
helps explain the rapid rise of the Knights
of Labor and of local labor political par-
ties in the following decade. Areas like the
anthracite mining region of Pennsylvania,
occupied for months by the troops, re-
mained centers of radicalism for decades.

Ironically, President Hayes himself
drew one of the major lessons from the
events of 1877. Ten years afterwards he
asked in a letter, ‘‘Shall the railroads gov-
ern the country, or shall the people govern
the railroads? ...This is a government of
the people, by the people, and for the peo-
ple no longer. It is a government of cor-
porations, by corporations, and for cor-
porations. How is this?’’ Hayes had no
answer. One hundred years later the ques-
tion is still with us.

Eric Foner is the author of Free Soil, Free

' Labor, Free Men, and Tom Paine.
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Borg’s victory at Wimbeldon
two years in a row and on
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achievement—Ilike Dr. J
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though improving, still;reflects the barrier
that prevents women from devoting them-
selves wholeheartedly to sports. For the
last ten years, a handful of women—Billie
Jean King, Margaret Court, Chris Evert,
Virginia Wade and Yvonne Goolagong-
have dominated the women’s circuit, and
few other women have been even close.

The finals and semi-finals women'’s
tournaments have often been more excit-
ing than the men’s, featuring epic con-
tests between great atheltes and competi-
tors, but you always know who’s going
to get there.

Before we reach the point where the
women’s circuit is like the men’s—where
upsets are the rule, and preliminary mat-
ches are often better than the finals—
there has to be a dramatic growth in the
number of young women who play tennis
seriously and make excellence in the sport
the focal point of their lives. Until there’s
a big change in popular attitudes toward
women in sports and a far more equitable
distribution of athletic resources, that isn’t
going to happen.

Maric Naison, along with Jack Russell, co-
ordinates sports coverage for In These
Times.
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Bjorn Borg thanks the gods as he closes out a five-set victory over American UP
Jimmy Connors. Virginia Wade won the women’s final over Betty Stowe.

Put some action where your politics are!

We at In These Times count on the active support

of our readers to make it to our first year goal

of 12,000 subscribers.

There’s only 4 months and 4700 more to go.

So, sell a subscription for socialism:

® at a baseball game
®at a bar
® stopped in traffic

¢ trapped in an elevator in a blackout

e at the beach
* at the office or shop
® at a high school reunion

You'll win prizes too.....

Here’s what you get:

. The first person to sell 20 subscriptions
to In These Times wins a high quality
SONY cassette tape recorder, or 2 $100
gift certificate from Recreation Equip-
ment, Inc.

2. The person who sells the most subscrip
rions above 20 wins a Smith-Corona
portable electric typewriter.

. Nobody wins two top prizes.

. The first person to seil 10 subscriptions
wins a SONY portable matrix AM/FM
radio or a $50 gift certificate for camp-
ing equipment.

3. Everyone else who sells 10 subscriptions
wins a $25 gift certificate tor camping
cquipment or a sterling silver fountain
pen or an unabridged Random House
dictionary.

6. Everyone who sells 5 subs-wins an In
These Times t-shiri!
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I want to sell some subs for socialism.
Send me subscription-building materials.

Name
Street
City/state/zip __

Telephone  #




