
the anthracite coal strike of 1902
The anthracite coal strike of 1902 marked a pivotal moment in American labor history,
highlighting the struggles between labor unions, management, and the government. This strike not
only brought attention to the harsh working conditions in the coal industry but also set significant
precedents for labor relations in the United States. This article delves into the causes, key events,
and consequences of the anthracite coal strike, as well as its lasting impact on labor relations and
government intervention in industrial disputes.

Background of the Anthracite Coal Industry

The anthracite coal industry, primarily located in northeastern Pennsylvania, was a crucial
component of the U.S. economy in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Anthracite coal, known for
its high carbon content and efficiency as a fuel source, was in high demand for heating homes and
powering industries. By the turn of the century, several large companies dominated the market,
including the Pennsylvania Railroad and the Delaware and Hudson Canal Company.

Working Conditions

Workers in the anthracite coal mines faced perilous conditions characterized by:

- Long Hours: Miners often worked 10 to 12-hour shifts, six days a week, with few breaks.
- Low Wages: Despite the high demand for coal, miners were paid meager wages that barely
supported their families.
- Unsafe Conditions: Miners faced numerous hazards, including cave-ins, gas explosions, and poor
ventilation, leading to health problems such as black lung disease.

These factors contributed to growing discontent among miners, leading to the formation of labor
unions aimed at advocating for their rights and improving working conditions.

The Formation of the United Mine Workers

In 1890, the United Mine Workers (UMW) was founded in Columbus, Ohio, as a union representing
coal miners. The UMW aimed to unify miners across various companies and advocate for better
wages, hours, and working conditions. By the turn of the century, the union had gained significant
traction, particularly among anthracite coal miners.

Grievances of the Miners

As the UMW grew, so did the grievances of the miners. The key issues included:



1. Wage Increase: Miners demanded a raise from $1.50 to $2.00 per day.
2. Shorter Workdays: A reduction in the workday from ten hours to eight hours was sought.
3. Union Recognition: Miners wanted their union to be recognized by coal operators, allowing for
collective bargaining.

These demands were met with resistance from coal operators, who were unwilling to concede to
union pressure.

The Strike Begins

In May 1902, the UMW, led by President John Mitchell, decided to strike after negotiations with coal
operators failed. When the strike began, approximately 147,000 anthracite coal miners walked off
the job, effectively halting coal production in the region. The strike quickly escalated, leading to a
nationwide coal shortage as winter approached.

Initial Response and Escalation

The initial response from coal operators, particularly the anthracite coal barons like George F. Baer
of the Reading Railroad, was to refuse to negotiate. Baer famously dismissed the miners’ demands,
stating that the public had no interest in the miners' plight. This intransigence exacerbated tensions
and led to increasing public sympathy for the strikers.

As the strike continued, the following events unfolded:

- Public Impact: With coal supplies dwindling, the public began to feel the effects of the strike,
leading to rising prices and fuel shortages.
- Government Involvement: President Theodore Roosevelt, concerned about the economic and social
implications of the strike, intervened for the first time in a labor dispute.

Government Mediation

In October 1902, President Roosevelt invited both parties to the White House for mediation. This
marked a significant shift in the government's role in labor disputes, moving from a hands-off
approach to an active mediator. The invitation was groundbreaking for several reasons:

- Recognition of Labor Rights: Roosevelt's involvement acknowledged that labor had rights and
grievances deserving attention.
- A New Era of Labor Relations: The strike set a precedent for future government involvement in
labor disputes, leading to a more balanced approach between labor and management.

The Commission and Settlement

After several weeks of negotiations, the Anthracite Coal Strike Commission was formed to



investigate the miners' grievances. The commission included representatives from both the miners
and the coal operators, as well as neutral parties.

In March 1903, the commission released its findings:

- Wage Increase: The miners received a 10% wage increase.
- Work Hours: The workday was reduced from ten hours to nine hours.
- Union Recognition: While the commission did not officially recognize the UMW, it paved the way
for better labor relations.

Although the miners did not achieve all of their demands, the settlement was considered a victory
for organized labor and marked a significant shift in the balance of power between labor and
management.

Consequences of the Anthracite Coal Strike

The anthracite coal strike of 1902 had far-reaching consequences for labor relations in the United
States, shaping the future of worker rights and government involvement.

Impact on Labor Relations

1. Legitimacy of Labor Unions: The strike and subsequent government intervention legitimized labor
unions, encouraging workers across various industries to organize and advocate for their rights.
2. Labor Legislation: The event helped to catalyze the introduction of labor-friendly legislation in the
years that followed, including child labor laws and workplace safety regulations.
3. Federal Mediation: The strike established a precedent for federal mediation in labor disputes,
leading to a more active government role in addressing labor issues.

Public Perception of Labor

The public's perception of labor unions shifted as well. The government's intervention and the
eventual settlement created a narrative that labor actions could lead to constructive dialogue and
resolution rather than violence and unrest. This shift in perception would be instrumental in the
labor movement's continued growth throughout the early 20th century.

Conclusion

The anthracite coal strike of 1902 was a turning point in American labor history, illustrating the
struggles and triumphs of organized labor. It highlighted the need for better working conditions and
fair wages while also demonstrating the potential for government intervention in labor disputes. The
settlement of the strike not only improved the lives of miners but also laid the groundwork for future
labor relations in the United States. As such, the anthracite coal strike remains a significant chapter
in the story of American labor, one that continues to resonate in contemporary discussions about



workers' rights and corporate responsibility.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary cause of the anthracite coal strike of
1902?
The primary cause of the anthracite coal strike of 1902 was the demand for higher wages, shorter
workdays, and better working conditions by the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA).

Which two main parties were involved in the anthracite coal
strike?
The two main parties involved in the anthracite coal strike were the United Mine Workers of
America (UMWA) and the coal mine operators, notably the Anthracite Coal Trust.

What role did President Theodore Roosevelt play in the
anthracite coal strike?
President Theodore Roosevelt intervened in the strike, becoming the first sitting president to broker
a labor dispute, ultimately facilitating a negotiation between the miners and the coal operators.

What were the key outcomes of the anthracite coal strike of
1902?
The key outcomes of the anthracite coal strike included a 10% wage increase and a reduction of the
workday from ten to nine hours, although the miners did not achieve union recognition.

How did the anthracite coal strike of 1902 impact American
labor relations?
The anthracite coal strike of 1902 marked a significant turning point in American labor relations by
establishing the precedent for federal intervention in labor disputes and highlighting the need for
collective bargaining.

What was the economic impact of the anthracite coal strike on
the United States?
The economic impact of the anthracite coal strike was significant, leading to coal shortages,
increased prices, and disruptions in industries reliant on coal for heating and energy.

What was the public response to the anthracite coal strike of



1902?
The public response to the anthracite coal strike was mixed, with some supporting the miners'
demands for better conditions while others were concerned about the impact on coal supply and
heating during the winter.

How did the anthracite coal strike influence future labor
movements in the United States?
The anthracite coal strike influenced future labor movements by demonstrating the effectiveness of
organized labor and leading to greater awareness and support for workers' rights and labor unions
in subsequent decades.
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