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great railroad strike of 1877 definition us history represents one of the most significant labor

uprisings in American history, marking a pivotal moment in the struggle between industrial workers and

corporate powers during the late 19th century. This nationwide strike began as a response to wage

cuts and poor working conditions in the railroad industry, quickly escalating into a widespread

movement that disrupted rail traffic and drew attention to the plight of the working class. Understanding

the great railroad strike of 1877 definition us history requires examining the socio-economic context of

the era, the strike's causes, its progression, and its lasting impact on labor relations and government

policy. This article will provide a comprehensive overview, detailing the background of the strike, key

events during the unrest, the responses from authorities and industry leaders, and the consequences

that shaped future labor movements. Through a detailed exploration, the article will clarify the

significance of the great railroad strike of 1877 within the broader narrative of US history.
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Major Events and Geographic Spread of the Strike

Government and Corporate Response

Impact on Labor Movement and US History

Legacy and Historical Significance

Background and Causes of the Great Railroad Strike of 1877

The great railroad strike of 1877 definition us history is deeply rooted in the economic and social



conditions of post-Civil War America. The nation was undergoing rapid industrialization, and railroads

were the backbone of economic expansion. However, this growth came with severe labor exploitation,

wage reductions, and hazardous working conditions for railroad workers.

Several factors contributed to the strike’s outbreak, including:

Economic Depression: The Panic of 1873 triggered a severe economic downturn, leading to

widespread unemployment and financial hardship.

Wage Cuts: Railroad companies repeatedly reduced wages to maintain profitability during the

depression, frustrating workers.

Long Hours and Unsafe Conditions: Railroad workers endured grueling schedules and dangerous

environments without adequate protection or compensation.

Lack of Labor Representation: Workers had limited means to negotiate or advocate for better

conditions, fueling resentment.

These circumstances set the stage for a collective labor action that would expose the tensions

between industrial capitalists and their workforce.

Major Events and Geographic Spread of the Strike

The strike began in July 1877 when workers on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad (B&O) protested a

10% wage cut. It quickly escalated beyond a single company or location, spreading to multiple states

and involving tens of thousands of workers.

Initial Outbreak in Martinsburg, West Virginia

The strike originated in Martinsburg, West Virginia, where workers stopped trains and prevented



operations, igniting similar actions across the nation. The local militia was unable to control the unrest,

leading to a rapid escalation.

Spread to Major Cities

The strike expanded to major industrial centers including:

Baltimore, Maryland: Intense clashes between strikers and militia resulted in violence and

destruction of property.

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: The city saw some of the most severe confrontations, with armed

strikers battling state and federal troops, leading to deaths and significant damage.

Chicago, Illinois and St. Louis, Missouri: The strike spread to the Midwest, disrupting

transportation and commerce.

The widespread nature of the strike revealed the deep discontent among railroad workers nationwide

and demonstrated the potential power of coordinated labor action.

Government and Corporate Response

In response to the great railroad strike of 1877, both government entities and railroad companies took

aggressive measures to suppress the uprising.

Use of Military Force

Federal, state, and local governments deployed militias and federal troops to quell the strikes. The use

of armed force was a defining feature, with numerous violent clashes resulting in casualties among

strikers and civilians.



Corporate Tactics

Railroad companies sought to break the strike by:

Hiring strikebreakers and private security forces.

Refusing to negotiate with workers’ representatives.

Lobbying government officials to intervene on their behalf.

This combination of military intervention and corporate resistance effectively ended the strike but left

deep scars in labor relations.

Impact on Labor Movement and US History

The great railroad strike of 1877 definition us history marks a watershed moment for organized labor in

America. Although the strike was ultimately suppressed, its significance lies in its demonstration of

collective worker power and the national scale of labor unrest.

Emergence of Labor Organizations

In the aftermath, labor unions and organizations gained momentum, motivated by the need for better

coordination and representation to avoid future violent confrontations.

Government Policy and Labor Relations

The strike exposed the limitations of existing labor laws and the tendency of government authorities to

side with business interests. This awareness contributed to gradual changes in labor policy over

subsequent decades, including:



Increased attention to workers’ rights.

Development of labor-friendly legislation.

Recognition of the need for dialogue between employers and employees.

The strike also influenced political debates about economic inequality and the role of government in

industrial disputes.

Legacy and Historical Significance

The legacy of the great railroad strike of 1877 continues to resonate in the study of US labor history. It

serves as a symbol of the early struggles for fair treatment by industrial workers and highlights the

conflicts inherent in rapid economic development.

Catalyst for Future Labor Movements

The strike inspired subsequent labor actions and helped solidify the labor movement as a powerful

force advocating for workers’ rights and social justice.

Historical Interpretations

Historians view the strike as a critical event that revealed the social and economic tensions of the

Gilded Age, illustrating the challenges faced by workers in an era of industrial capitalism.

Understanding the great railroad strike of 1877 definition us history is essential for comprehending the

evolution of labor relations and the ongoing dialogue about workers’ rights in the United States.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Great Railroad Strike of 1877?

The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 was the first major nationwide labor uprising in the United States,

where railroad workers protested wage cuts and poor working conditions, leading to widespread strikes

and violence.

When did the Great Railroad Strike of 1877 occur?

The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 began in July 1877 and lasted for several weeks, spreading across

multiple states in the U.S.

Why did the Great Railroad Strike of 1877 happen?

The strike was triggered by severe wage cuts imposed by railroad companies during an economic

depression, combined with poor working conditions and long hours.

What industries were primarily involved in the Great Railroad Strike of

1877?

The strike primarily involved railroad workers, including brakemen, engineers, and other laborers

employed by major railroad companies.

How did the government respond to the Great Railroad Strike of

1877?

The government responded by deploying federal troops to suppress the strike, which led to violent

clashes and the eventual end of the strike.



What was the significance of the Great Railroad Strike of 1877 in

U.S. history?

The strike marked a turning point in labor relations in the U.S., highlighting workers' grievances and

leading to increased union organization and labor reforms in the following decades.

What were some of the consequences of the Great Railroad Strike of

1877?

Consequences included widespread property damage, loss of life, heightened tensions between labor

and management, and a greater awareness of workers' rights issues.

How did the Great Railroad Strike of 1877 influence future labor

movements?

The strike inspired future labor activism by demonstrating the power of collective action, despite its

violent suppression, and it encouraged the growth of labor unions in the United States.

Additional Resources

1. The Great Railroad Strike of 1877: America’s First National Labor Conflict

This book provides a comprehensive overview of the 1877 strike, exploring its causes, key events, and

aftermath. It delves into the economic hardships faced by railroad workers and the broader labor

movement's early struggles. The author examines the strike’s impact on labor laws and industrial

relations in the United States.

2. Blood on the Tracks: The Railroad Strike of 1877 and Its Legacy

Focusing on the violent clashes during the strike, this book highlights the human cost and social unrest

that accompanied the labor dispute. It offers detailed accounts from eyewitnesses and historical

documents, shedding light on the strike’s significance in American labor history. The narrative also



connects the strike to subsequent labor reforms.

3. Striking Back: The Railroad Workers’ Revolt of 1877

This title centers on the workers’ perspective, emphasizing their motivations, organization, and

resistance efforts. It discusses the role of unions and community support during the strike. The book

also assesses the broader implications for workers’ rights and union recognition in the late 19th

century.

4. Fire and Steel: The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 in American History

This book places the strike within the context of post-Civil War industrialization and economic change.

It explores how technological advancements and corporate power influenced labor relations. The

author provides a balanced analysis of the strike’s causes and consequences for both workers and

railroad companies.

5. Railroad Rage: The 1877 Strike and the Rise of Labor Unrest

Examining the strike as a pivotal moment in labor history, this book investigates how the event

sparked a wave of labor activism across the nation. It discusses government and military responses to

the unrest and the role of media coverage in shaping public opinion. The work also highlights the

strike’s influence on future labor movements.

6. Echoes of 1877: The Great Railroad Strike and Its Impact on American Society

This book looks beyond the strike itself to analyze its long-term social and political effects. It examines

how the strike affected working-class communities, race relations, and political alignments. The author

also considers the strike’s role in shaping early labor legislation.

7. The Labor Wars Begin: The 1877 Railroad Strike and Industrial Conflict

Focusing on the broader context of labor conflicts during the Gilded Age, this book situates the 1877

strike as the catalyst for a series of industrial disputes. It explores the tensions between capital and

labor and the evolving strategies of both sides. The book also discusses the strike’s legacy in labor

organizing and policy.



8. July Days: The Great Railroad Strike and the Struggle for Workers’ Rights

This narrative-driven book recounts the events of the strike in a day-by-day format, providing vivid

descriptions of strikes, riots, and negotiations. It emphasizes the personal stories of workers, leaders,

and officials involved. The book offers insight into the challenges of labor activism during a turbulent

era.

9. Steel Rails and Strikes: The 1877 Railroad Crisis in American Labor History

This scholarly work analyzes the economic and political dimensions of the strike, including the role of

railroads in shaping the American economy. It discusses how the strike revealed weaknesses in labor

relations and prompted changes in corporate and government approaches to labor disputes. The book

is valuable for understanding the intersection of industry, labor, and politics in the late 19th century.
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