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great railroad strike of 1877 definition us history is a crucial event that marked a
significant turning point in labor relations and social dynamics in the United States. This
strike, which erupted in July 1877, was a response to wage cuts and poor working
conditions amid an economic downturn, illustrating the growing tensions between labor
and management during the Industrial Revolution. As the first nationwide strike in U.S.
history, it involved thousands of railroad workers and led to widespread unrest, violence,
and the mobilization of state and federal troops. This article provides a comprehensive
overview of the Great Railroad Strike of 1877, including its causes, key events, impacts,
and lasting significance in U.S. history.
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Causes of the Great Railroad Strike
The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 was fueled by a combination of economic, social, and
political factors. The United States was experiencing severe economic depression due to
the Panic of 1873, which had led to widespread unemployment and financial instability.
During this period, railroad companies began implementing wage cuts and increasing
work hours without corresponding increases in pay, aiming to maintain profitability. This
situation created significant discontent among workers.

Additionally, the rapid expansion of the railroad industry had resulted in harsh working
conditions. Workers faced long hours, dangerous environments, and minimal protections.
Strikes in the years leading up to 1877 had already set the stage for labor unrest, with
previous actions by railroad workers highlighting their grievances over pay and working
conditions.



Economic Factors
The economic backdrop of the 1870s played a pivotal role in instigating the strike. The
economic downturn had hurt not only the railroad companies but also the workers who
relied on stable employment.

Wage Cuts: Numerous railroad companies announced substantial wage reductions as
a response to declining profits.

Increased Work Hours: Many workers were compelled to work longer hours for less
pay.

Unemployment: The economic crisis led to mass layoffs, creating a fearful
environment among railroad workers.

Social Factors
Social dynamics also contributed to the unrest. A growing sense of solidarity among
workers, spurred by the emergence of labor unions, began to challenge the traditional
employer-employee relationship.

Emergence of Labor Unions: Organizations such as the Knights of Labor were
advocating for workers' rights.

Worker Solidarity: Workers began to recognize their collective power against
corporate interests.

Main Events of the Strike
The Great Railroad Strike began on July 17, 1877, in Martinsburg, West Virginia, when
workers of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad protested against wage cuts. The strike quickly
spread to other cities, including Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and Chicago, leading to widespread
disruptions in rail traffic.

One of the most significant flashpoints occurred in Pittsburgh, where violent clashes
erupted between striking workers and state militia. The violence escalated as workers
began to destroy railroad property, leading to a brutal response from authorities,
including the deployment of federal troops.

Timeline of Key Events
The strike unfolded rapidly and involved numerous key events:

July 17, 1877: The strike begins in Martinsburg, West Virginia.1.



July 19, 1877: The strike spreads to Baltimore and Pittsburgh.2.

July 21, 1877: Violent clashes occur in Pittsburgh, resulting in fatalities.3.

July 22, 1877: The Pennsylvania Railroad system grinds to a halt.4.

July 24, 1877: Federal troops are dispatched to restore order in Pittsburgh.5.

Impact on Labor Relations
The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 had profound implications for labor relations in the
United States. It marked a significant moment in labor history, as it was one of the first
times that workers across various states united for a common cause. The strike
underscored the importance of collective action and solidarity among workers, which
would influence future labor movements.

In the aftermath, it became clear that the government and business interests were willing
to use violence to suppress labor movements. This realization spurred further organization
among workers and contributed to the growth of labor unions, which began to advocate
more vigorously for workers' rights and better working conditions.

Formation of Labor Organizations
In the wake of the strike, several labor organizations gained prominence, including:

The Knights of Labor: Advocated for various social reforms and workers' rights.

The American Federation of Labor (AFL): Focused on skilled workers and collective
bargaining.

Government Response
The government’s response to the Great Railroad Strike was characterized by a heavy-
handed approach. The use of federal troops to break the strike highlighted the willingness
of state and federal authorities to side with business interests over labor rights. This
response set a precedent for how the government would handle labor disputes in the
future.

In addition to the military intervention, the government also engaged in legal actions
against labor leaders, aiming to quell the growing labor movement. The strike's violence
and chaos led to a widespread fear of labor unrest, which would influence public
perception and policy towards labor movements for years to come.



Legacy of the Great Railroad Strike
The legacy of the Great Railroad Strike of 1877 extends beyond its immediate effects. It
marked a crucial juncture in the history of labor relations in the United States,
demonstrating the potential for worker solidarity and the lengths to which authorities
would go to suppress it.

In the long term, the strike served as a catalyst for the labor movement, inspiring future
generations of workers to organize and advocate for their rights. It also prompted
discussions about the balance between economic interests and workers' rights, an issue
that continues to resonate today.

Conclusion
The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 was a seminal event in U.S. history that highlighted the
struggles between labor and management during a time of economic turmoil. Its causes,
events, and consequences illustrate the broader narrative of labor rights and the fight for
fair treatment in the workplace. As the first nationwide strike, it paved the way for future
labor movements and continues to be a significant reference point in discussions about
labor relations, economic policy, and social justice in the United States.

Q: What was the Great Railroad Strike of 1877?
A: The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 was the first nationwide labor strike in the United
States, initiated by railroad workers in response to wage cuts and poor working conditions
during an economic depression. It involved widespread protests and violence, significantly
impacting labor relations and the government's approach to labor unrest.

Q: What were the primary causes of the Great Railroad
Strike of 1877?
A: The primary causes included economic factors such as wage cuts and increased
working hours due to the Panic of 1873, alongside social factors like the emergence of
labor unions and a growing sense of solidarity among workers.

Q: How did the government respond to the Great
Railroad Strike?
A: The government responded with military intervention, deploying federal troops to
suppress the strike and restore order, which highlighted the government's alignment with
business interests over labor rights.



Q: What impact did the Great Railroad Strike of 1877
have on future labor movements?
A: The strike served as a catalyst for the labor movement, inspiring workers to organize
and advocate for their rights, leading to the formation of significant labor organizations
such as the Knights of Labor and the American Federation of Labor.

Q: Why is the Great Railroad Strike considered a
significant event in U.S. history?
A: It is considered significant as it was the first nationwide strike, marking a turning point
in labor relations and illustrating the tensions between labor and management during the
Industrial Revolution, with lasting effects on labor rights movements.

Q: What were some of the key events during the Great
Railroad Strike?
A: Key events included the initial strike in Martinsburg, the violent clashes in Pittsburgh,
the disruption of the Pennsylvania Railroad system, and the deployment of federal troops
to restore order.

Q: How did the Great Railroad Strike affect public
perception of labor movements?
A: The violence and chaos associated with the strike fostered a widespread fear of labor
unrest, which influenced public perception and government policy towards labor
movements for years to come.

Q: What was the economic context surrounding the
Great Railroad Strike?
A: The strike occurred during a significant economic depression following the Panic of
1873, characterized by high unemployment, wage cuts, and increased work hours, leading
to heightened worker discontent.

Q: What did the Great Railroad Strike reveal about
working conditions in the 19th century?
A: The strike revealed the harsh realities of working conditions in the 19th century,
including long hours, low pay, and dangerous environments, prompting calls for reform
and better labor practices.



Q: In what ways did the Great Railroad Strike influence
labor laws in the United States?
A: The strike highlighted the need for labor reforms and protections, leading to increased
advocacy for labor rights and influencing the development of labor laws aimed at
improving working conditions and workers' rights in subsequent decades.
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