
who were the original knights of labor
who were the original knights of labor is a question that delves into the early history of
American labor movements and the quest for workers’ rights in the late 19th century. The Knights of
Labor emerged as one of the most significant and influential labor organizations in the United States
during this period. Understanding who they were, their origins, key members, and their impact
provides valuable insight into the development of labor unions and social reform efforts. This article
explores the foundation of the Knights of Labor, the original members who shaped its mission, and
the broader context of labor struggles during the era. Additionally, the article discusses the
organization’s goals, structure, and legacy in the history of American labor. The following sections
will offer a comprehensive overview of these elements to better understand the original Knights of
Labor.

Origins and Formation of the Knights of Labor

The Founding Members and Leadership

Goals and Principles of the Knights of Labor

Membership and Organizational Structure

Impact and Legacy of the Original Knights of Labor

Origins and Formation of the Knights of Labor
The Knights of Labor was founded in 1869 during a period of rapid industrialization and social
upheaval in the United States. The original Knights of Labor emerged as a secret society, aiming to
protect the rights and interests of working men and women who faced poor working conditions, low
wages, and long hours. The organization was initially established in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and
began as a fraternal organization that sought to promote solidarity among workers across different
trades and industries. Its formation was influenced by earlier labor movements and the growing
awareness of the need for collective action to address labor exploitation.

Historical Context
During the late 19th century, the United States was experiencing significant economic
transformation, including the expansion of railroads, factories, and urban centers. Workers often
faced unsafe workplaces, job insecurity, and little legal protection. Amid this backdrop, the Knights
of Labor sought to unite workers not just in skilled trades but across all sectors to advocate for
better conditions and social reforms. The organization’s creation reflected a broader movement
toward labor organization and social justice in an increasingly industrial society.



Initial Objectives
The original Knights of Labor had several key objectives that distinguished them from other labor
groups of the time. They emphasized inclusivity, aiming to represent both skilled and unskilled
workers regardless of race, gender, or occupation. This was a novel approach during an era when
many labor organizations were exclusive and divided. Furthermore, the Knights promoted
cooperative business ownership and sought to improve the moral and social conditions of workers
through education and mutual support.

The Founding Members and Leadership
The question of who were the original Knights of Labor is closely tied to the identities and
contributions of its founding members and early leaders. The organization was initially established
by a group of Philadelphia garment cutters, but it quickly expanded under the leadership of more
prominent figures who shaped its direction and policies. Understanding the background and roles of
these individuals helps clarify the origins and evolution of the Knights of Labor.

Uriah Smith Stephens
Uriah Smith Stephens is widely recognized as the principal founder of the Knights of Labor. He was
a tailor by trade and an experienced labor activist committed to the cause of worker solidarity.
Stephens established the organization in 1869 as a secret society to protect workers from
exploitation and to promote mutual aid. His vision included a broad-based labor movement that
transcended individual trades. Under his leadership, the Knights of Labor began organizing local
assemblies and developing the principles that would guide the union’s growth.

Terence V. Powderly
Although not an original founder, Terence V. Powderly became the most influential leader of the
Knights of Labor after assuming the role of Grand Master Workman in 1879. Powderly transformed
the organization from a secretive society into a mass labor movement. He expanded membership
significantly and articulated the Knights’ goals in public forums. Powderly’s leadership marked the
peak of the Knights of Labor’s influence during the 1880s, although his tenure also faced challenges
related to internal divisions and external opposition.

Other Key Members
Beyond Stephens and Powderly, the original Knights of Labor included various skilled workers and
activists committed to labor reform. Many were immigrant artisans, factory workers, and
tradespeople who shared a common interest in improving their economic and social conditions. The
early membership reflected the organization’s inclusive ethos, with efforts made to welcome African
Americans, women, and unskilled laborers, which was uncommon for the time.



Goals and Principles of the Knights of Labor
The original Knights of Labor developed a set of guiding principles that distinguished them from
other labor organizations and shaped their advocacy efforts. Their goals extended beyond immediate
workplace demands to broader social and economic reforms. These principles reflected a holistic
vision of labor empowerment and social justice.

Advocacy for Workers’ Rights
The Knights of Labor sought to improve wages, reduce working hours, and establish safer working
conditions. They promoted the eight-hour workday as a central demand, believing that shorter hours
would allow workers to pursue education and personal development. The organization also aimed to
eliminate child labor and advocated for equal pay for equal work regardless of gender or race.

Economic and Social Reforms
In addition to workplace issues, the Knights of Labor supported broader reforms such as the
cooperative ownership of businesses, land reforms, and the regulation of monopolies and corporate
power. They viewed capitalism as potentially exploitive and sought to replace it with a more
equitable economic system. Education and moral improvement were also emphasized as vital to
empowering workers and creating a just society.

Inclusivity and Equality
The Knights of Labor were notable for their inclusive membership policies. They welcomed African
Americans, women, and immigrants at a time when many unions excluded these groups. This
commitment to inclusivity was a defining characteristic and helped expand their influence across
diverse working-class communities. However, the organization also faced internal tensions over
these policies and external resistance from employers and rival unions.

Membership and Organizational Structure
Understanding who were the original Knights of Labor also involves examining the organization’s
membership base and how it was structured. The Knights of Labor developed an innovative
organizational model that distinguished it from other labor groups of the era.

Membership Composition
The Knights of Labor included a wide range of workers from various industries, including miners,
railroad workers, factory laborers, and skilled tradespeople. Their membership was diverse in terms
of occupation, race, and gender. This diversity was intentional, as the Knights believed that
solidarity among all workers was essential to achieving meaningful change. At its peak, the
organization claimed hundreds of thousands of members nationwide.



Organizational Hierarchy
The Knights of Labor had a hierarchical structure with local assemblies at the base, which were
grouped into districts and overseen by a general assembly. The highest authority was the General
Assembly, led by the Grand Master Workman. This structure allowed for both local autonomy and
coordinated national action. The organization operated with rituals and secrecy in its early years but
gradually became more open under Powderly’s leadership.

Methods of Organization and Action
The Knights of Labor employed various strategies to advance their goals, including strikes,
arbitration, education programs, and political lobbying. They emphasized peaceful negotiation and
moral persuasion rather than violent confrontation. The organization also maintained a cooperative
system to provide mutual aid and support to members in times of need.

Impact and Legacy of the Original Knights of Labor
The original Knights of Labor had a profound impact on the American labor movement, despite
eventually declining in influence by the late 1890s. Their pioneering efforts helped pave the way for
future labor organizations and reforms that shaped the modern workplace.

Contributions to Labor Rights
The Knights of Labor were instrumental in popularizing key labor demands such as the eight-hour
workday, equal pay, and the abolition of child labor. Their advocacy raised public awareness of
workers’ issues and pressured employers and lawmakers to consider labor reforms. The
organization’s inclusive approach also set a precedent for broader worker solidarity across racial
and gender lines.

Challenges and Decline
The Knights of Labor faced numerous challenges, including internal divisions, leadership struggles,
and opposition from business interests and rival unions like the American Federation of Labor. High-
profile strikes and incidents, such as the Haymarket Riot of 1886, negatively affected their public
image and membership. By the 1890s, the organization had largely been supplanted by other labor
groups, but its influence persisted.

Enduring Legacy
The legacy of the original Knights of Labor endures in the principles and ideals they championed.
Their emphasis on inclusivity, social justice, and worker empowerment influenced subsequent labor
movements and legislation. The Knights helped establish the foundation for collective bargaining
and labor rights in the United States, contributing to the eventual establishment of safer, fairer
working conditions for millions of Americans.



Founded in 1869 as a secret society to promote labor solidarity

Key founder: Uriah Smith Stephens, a tailor and labor activist

Expanded and led publicly by Terence V. Powderly in the 1880s

Advocated for eight-hour workday, equal pay, and abolition of child labor

Emphasized inclusivity of skilled and unskilled workers, women, and minorities

Organized through local assemblies with a national General Assembly leadership

Influenced American labor reform despite decline in the late 1890s

Frequently Asked Questions

Who were the original Knights of Labor?
The original Knights of Labor were a secretive labor organization founded in 1869 aimed at uniting
skilled and unskilled workers to fight for better working conditions and labor reforms.

When and where was the Knights of Labor founded?
The Knights of Labor was founded in December 1869 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

Who founded the Knights of Labor?
The Knights of Labor was founded by Uriah Smith Stephens and a group of Philadelphia tailors and
other workers.

What was the original purpose of the Knights of Labor?
The original purpose of the Knights of Labor was to promote the social and cultural uplift of the
working man, and to unite skilled and unskilled workers in a cooperative effort to improve wages,
hours, and working conditions.

Were the original Knights of Labor inclusive of different types
of workers?
Yes, unlike many other labor groups of the time, the Knights of Labor sought to include all workers
regardless of skill level, race, or gender.



How did the original Knights of Labor organize themselves?
The original Knights of Labor organized themselves as a secret society with local assemblies and a
national structure to coordinate labor actions and reforms.

What were some early goals of the original Knights of Labor?
Early goals included the eight-hour workday, equal pay for equal work, abolition of child labor, and
cooperative ownership of industries.

How did the original Knights of Labor differ from other labor
unions of their time?
The Knights of Labor differed by being more inclusive of unskilled workers and minorities and
focusing on broad social reforms beyond just wages and working conditions.

Did the original Knights of Labor have any political
affiliations?
The original Knights of Labor generally avoided direct political affiliations but supported legislation
beneficial to workers and labor reforms.

What led to the growth of the Knights of Labor after its
founding?
The Knights of Labor grew rapidly in the 1880s under the leadership of Terence V. Powderly, who
expanded membership and promoted public labor reforms.

Additional Resources
1. The Knights of Labor: The First Major Labor Organization in the United States
This book explores the origins and rise of the Knights of Labor, focusing on who the original
members were and their motivations. It delves into the social and economic conditions that led to
the formation of the organization in the late 19th century. The book also highlights key figures and
early activities that shaped the labor movement.

2. Founders of the Knights of Labor: Pioneers of American Labor Reform
This detailed account profiles the original leaders and members who founded the Knights of Labor.
It discusses their backgrounds, beliefs, and the principles that united them in advocating for
workers' rights. The book provides insight into the early challenges they faced and their vision for a
more equitable workforce.

3. Origins of the Knights of Labor: From Secret Society to Mass Movement
Tracing the transformation of the Knights of Labor from a secretive group to a prominent labor
organization, this book examines the identity of its earliest members. It reveals how their collective
efforts laid the groundwork for labor activism in the United States. The narrative includes the social
dynamics and political context influencing the group's growth.



4. The Early Knights: Labor Activists and the Birth of the Knights of Labor
Focusing on the original labor activists who formed the Knights of Labor, this book sheds light on
their personal stories and contributions. It discusses the organization’s goals and the strategies they
employed to improve working conditions. The book also considers the broader labor environment in
which they operated.

5. The Knights of Labor and Their Founders: A Social History
This social history book provides a comprehensive look at the founding members of the Knights of
Labor. It examines their demographics, occupations, and social backgrounds, offering a nuanced
understanding of who they were. The book situates the organization within the larger framework of
19th-century American society.

6. Building Brotherhood: The Original Knights of Labor and Their Mission
This title focuses on the ideals and mission of the original Knights of Labor members. It explores
how they sought to create a brotherhood among workers of diverse trades and backgrounds. The
book highlights their efforts to promote solidarity and social justice in the workplace.

7. Knights of Labor: The Roots of American Unionism
This book traces the roots of American unionism back to the founding members of the Knights of
Labor. It provides an analysis of the original members' roles in shaping labor policies and union
tactics. The text also discusses how their legacy influenced subsequent labor movements.

8. The Secret Origins of the Knights of Labor
Delving into the lesser-known beginnings of the Knights of Labor, this book uncovers the identities
and secretive nature of its first members. It explores how the organization’s early structure and
secrecy affected its growth and public perception. The book offers a unique perspective on the
origins of labor activism.

9. From Craft to Collective: The Original Knights of Labor and the Evolution of Labor Organizing
This book examines how the original Knights of Labor members transitioned from craft-based groups
to a broader collective labor organization. It highlights their innovative approaches to uniting
workers across different industries. The narrative provides insights into the foundational strategies
that influenced later labor movements.
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