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Abstract
It is axiomatic that high-risk activism requires solidarity if social movements are to have
success in struggles against powerful adversaries. However, there is little research that
attempts to gauge the impact of various types, limits, or breakdown of solidarity directly
and systematically. Drawing from historical political economy, cultures of class formation,
and social movement outcome literatures, we address the question of solidarity’s impact
across dimensions and at various levels of scale (i.e., at the point of production or firm
level, local community, and wider society) by analyzing the outcomes of more than
4,500 strikes during the late-nineteenth-century rise of US industrial capitalism. We find
that while strike solidarity at the point of production is necessary, it is not sufficient for
success. Disruption costs that strikers seek to impose to gain leverage can be significantly
reduced by the countertactic of hiring strikebreaking replacement workers recruited from
the local community or imported from beyond. We also find that the urban regime of
strike policing matters by moderating the impact of strikebreakers. The most powerful pre-
dictor of strike outcomes is employer use of replacement workers, signaling the key to
undermining working-class strike solidarity directly pits the working class against itself.
Intraclass solidarity is necessary for the success in interclass struggle but needs to extend
beyond the struck firm implicating the importance of solidarity of the surrounding com-
munity and wider social factory. We discuss the implications of these findings for under-
standing the historic formation of the US labor movement and its present predicament.
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Introduction
As “periodic revolts of the working-class against the autocracy of capital” (Marx 1974:
435–36), strikes have long been regarded as labor’s “only true weapon” (Gould 1993:
202). With the growth of industrial capital during the last quarter of the nineteenth
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century, strikes expanded dramatically and, with them, a host of forceful countertac-
tics devised by employers (e.g., Griffin et al. 1986; Isaac 2002; Smith 2003), including
the use of replacement workers (or “scabs” as the labor movement would have it) to
break strikes and undermine union formation (Kimeldorf 2013). While much has
been said about the importance of strike solidarity and its antithesis—strikebreak-
ing—in labor history, there has been little systematic analysis of the relative impact
of solidarity and strikebreaking replacements on strike outcomes.1 Evenmore notable,
scholars often assume that strike solidarity carries the day, or alternatively that the
presence of strikebreakers will automatically spell defeat. Both assumptions should
be empirically assessed across multiple dimensions of solidarity. Historical case stud-
ies do suggest that strikebreakers have potent negative influence on outcomes, and
this is the case for early strikes (e.g., the Homestead Carnegie Steel strike of 1892
or the Gould rail strike of 1885–86; see Brecher 1997: 40–42, 69–114) as well as more
recent clashes (e.g., the PATCO strike in 1981; the Arizona cooper miner’s strike of
1983 [Rosenblum 1995]; the Detroit Newspaper strike of 1995 [Rhomberg 2012a]).
Yet we have no systematic general evidence indicating how strikebreakers influence
the likelihood of strike success or failure, and how other conditions may moderate
strikebreaker influence. Quite simply we do not know the relative efficacy that dimen-
sions of solidarity (and its breakdown) may have on strike outcomes.

Our purpose is to theorize and empirically assess key dimensions of workers’ strike
solidarity and its antithesis—what the labor movement would call “scabbing” or act-
ing as replacement workers during strikes when the US labor movement was in its
formative phase. If the strike is labor’s “only true weapon,” to what extent does strike
solidarity by workers, or alternatively scabbing, influence strike outcomes—that is,
success or failure in obtaining worker demands? We place solidarity and its antithesis
in a framework that emphasizes the two-sidedness of cooperation in the commodity
form of social organization, and in so doing highlight the intersection of political
economy, the sociology of class formation, and social movement scholarship.

To address these questions, we employ rich strike event data collected by the US
Commissioner of Labor for the years 1881–86 inclusive, a tumultuous period of
capital-labor relations. We estimate strike outcome models (success/failure) that
directly assess the influence of (a) forms of solidarity, (b) solidarity breakdown using
strikebreaking replacement workers (scabs), (c) net of important controls, including
(d) adjustment for industry clustering. It is extremely rare in social movement or
labor studies to have such rich characteristic and outcome data for the same class
of events (i.e., tactical collective action form—strikes in this case). Our results dem-
onstrate the powerful impact that strike solidarity has for increasing the likelihood
of strike success during the first Gilded Age while also showing its limits, and the
devastating negative impact that the use of replacement workers by employers (the
epitome of solidarity breakdown) can have in the opposite direction as capital suc-
cessfully pits one part of the working class against another.

1There are excellent studies of strikebreaking replacement workers (e.g., Whatley [1993] on the use of
African American strikebreakers; Rosenbloom [1998] on labor market conditions and extent of replacement
worker use; and Kimeldorf [2013] on occupation conditions that influence replacement use) but none of
these studies address the impact of strikebreaking replacements on strike outcomes. See also Norwood
(2002) and Smith (2003).
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Our findings have important implications. An enduring line of inquiry since the
founding of the social sciences, the study of solidarity is integral to questions of
social order and change (e.g., Hechter 1987). While virtually all scholarship on col-
lective action and social movements presupposes the importance of solidarity, we
have little direct systematic assessment of its dimensions, efficacy, limits, or break-
down. In a concrete theoretical manner, our findings go to the heart of risky worker
collective action and its influence on the success of collective struggle. Results also
demonstrate how important intraclass struggle is if interclass actions (like strikes)
are to have a chance at success. A powerful culture of individualism, economic need,
and potential cleavages around race, ethnicity, nativity, gender, skill, and more
offered employers the opportunity to pit one faction of the working class against
another through a variety of countertactics (e.g., Davis 1986; Griffin et al. 1986).
Historically, our findings indicate how lethal the legality of replacement workers
was when the industrial working class and labor movement were emerging on a
national scale, one that has a powerful legacy continuing to plague and undermine
workers’ power in contemporary American workplaces.

Workplace Heterogeneity and Status Stratification

“Status-consciousness : : :masks class consciousness; in fact it prevents it from
emerging at all.”

—Georg Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness (1971: 58)

As early as the mid-nineteenth century, Marx and Engels (1967 [1848]: 90)
observed in the European theater that the organization of proletarians into a class
was frequently being upset, as they put it, “by competition between the workers
themselves.” For its part, the US working class has always been a highly heteroge-
neous labor force, stratified with a mixture of status differences in most workplaces.
Differences in race, ethnicity, nativity, gender, religion, occupation, skill, and
income carry the capacity to become divisions that fragment workers’ political
potential. Frequently scholars have attributed the relatively conservative trajectory
of the American labor movement to precisely such status distinctions among work-
ers, including workers’ ability to mobilize for collective action such as strikes (e.g.,
Davis 1986; Dixon 2004; Dixon and Roscigno 2003; Form 1985; Sombart 1976).

For example, as a white settler colonial society, race was crucial to understanding
the stifled political potential of the working class. Slave history, its Jim Crow after-
math, and ongoing exploitation of Black labor has and continues to create a deep
divide. It was such a major division coming out of the nineteenth century that W. E.
B. Du Bois (1903) saw it—“the color line”—as the fundamental problem of the next
century. Numerous social scientists and historians have documented the detrimen-
tal consequences of racism and ethnic divisions on the fortunes of the working class
(e.g., Davis 1986; Foner 1981; Form 1985; Zeitlin and Weyher 2001). As Asher and
Stephenson (1990: 5) put it: “It is commonplace to view the labor force of the United
States as being unusually fragmented by ethnic and racial divisions. This heteroge-
neity was clearly encountered more often in American workplaces than anywhere
else in the industrial world.”
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Immigration provided large streams of cheap readily available labor for capitalist
enterprise, while multiple sources of origin helped produce cultural diversity that
could be used to divide workers in ethnoreligious, linguistic, and other ways. If this
was not enough, there were also skill and political-ideological divisions among
workers. In short, worker alliances were frequently divided by multiple overlapping
categories of difference in a context of surplus labor, market anarchy, economic
despair, and hardship coupled with despotic control in the workplace that some-
times extended out into the community (Burawoy 1985; Edwards 1979).

Most post-Marx class-formation scholarship has been less than sanguine on the
issue of class divisions. The literature is replete with studies highlighting the detri-
mental influence of status differences among workers (e.g., Aronowitz 1973;
Hofstader 1955; Katznelson 1986; Olson 1973; Rosenblum 1973). The major take-
away from this literature is that status difference can become an active cleavage that
impedes collective action (e.g., Lukacs 1971). Thus, intraclass struggle to achieve
solidarity is integral to interclass struggle: the intraclass struggle over social status
cleavages and the meaning of class must be overcome before interclass struggle can
be effectively pursued (e.g., Przeworski 1985; Zeitlin and Weyher 2001).

However, before such status differences can undermine worker solidarity they
have to be translated from latent to active divisions. There is evidence that worker
differentiation impact did damage to solidarity during this period but this was not
always the case. For example, we know that some labor unions, such as the Knights
of Labor, mobilized assemblies that were race and gender inclusive (e.g., Voss 1993).
Sometimes workforce composition makes a difference. For example, analyzing
strikes in northeastern states in the late nineteenth century, Jacobs and Isaac
(2019) find that the impact of gender on strike success tipped in contradictory direc-
tions depending on the level of workplace gender composition. In ranges approxi-
mating relatively equal gender composition, women had a positive impact on strike
settlements—that is, increasing the likelihood of success; elsewhere along the com-
positional range (both lower and higher proportions) women had a detrimental
effect on strike success.2 We know, too, that while these differences were often used
to undermine solidarity among strikers and attempts to unionize, that was not
always the case; sometimes the struggle within the working class produced powerful
forms of worker oppositional culture and solidarity.

Intraclass Struggle for Solidarity and Class Formation

“Each for himself is the bosses plea. Union for all will make you free.”
—Parade banner of Detroit Cooper’s Union, 18803

Scholars and activists have long debated and struggled with the role of solidarity
in contentious collective action (e.g., Gamson 1975; Lipsitz 2004; Olson 1973; Voss
1993). When does solidarity take place and under what conditions? How can it be

2For a more contemporary example of how status differences can have variable impact on strike partici-
pation, see Dixon and Roscigno (2003) and Dixon (2004).

3Cited in Oestreicher (1989: 60).
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achieved? How resilient is it? How can it be measured? What difference does it make
for the achievement of movement goals? Indeed, the role of solidarity is integral to
the entire enterprise of contentious collective action—the development of collective
identity (Fireman and Gamson 1979), group commitment, activist skill and mobi-
lization (Santos 2020).

Drawing on Durkheimian tradition (Durkheim 1987 [1897]; Hechter
1987), Santos (2020: 126) defines solidarity as actors’ willingness to contribute pri-
vate resources—such as time, energy, money—to collective ends. But because
movements are often faced with limited access to material resources (contra political
parties and pressure groups), they work to substitute symbolic resources for their
deficit in the material realm. As Della Porta and Diani (1999: 141) put it: “For
the most part building incentives to solidarity, social movement organizations give
particular importance to internal relations, transforming the very costs of collective
action into benefits through the intrinsic rewards of participation itself.” This inter-
nal group solidarity is the product and process of mutual association. Through
mutuality—on the job, in the neighborhood—workers are sometimes successful
at creating a “culture of solidarity” that valorizes general worker welfare and ties
individual self-interest to the collective (e.g., Fantasia 1988).4

Theorists who presuppose individualist-rational calculus models of human
behavior, so central to capitalist political economy,5 find it rational for workers
to disregard picket lines and norms of worker solidarity during a strike. For exam-
ple, Mancur Olson 1973: 71) writes:

If some workers of a particular firm go out on strike, the supply function for
labor tends to shift to the left; so for those who continue working, or for those
outside strikebreakers, wages will if anything be higher than they were before.6

By contrast, for the duration of the conflict the strikers get nothing. Thus all the
economic incentives affecting individuals are on the side of those workers who
do not respect picket lines.

Olson’s theory of collective action contains a keen skepticism regarding the effi-
cacy of “internalized” means for collective action through “persuasion,” or what we

4See also Voss (1993: ch. 5) on the Knights of Labor who found community a more promising foundation
for solidarity than workers’ industry, and Zeitlin and Weyher (2001) on the 1940s CIO.

5By capitalism, we mean a social formation based centrally on the subsumption of human labor through
the commodity form, the buying and selling of labor power (capacity or potential) on the market for a wage
intended for the purposes of human reproduction (labor’s survival), on the one hand, and the reproduction
and expansion of capital, on the other hand. Capitalist rationality refers to the logic that drives capitalist
behavior and procapitalist norms such as the valorization of worker individualism that leads to cooperation
with employers and abhors any form of collective workers’ resistance, a very different culture of rationality.
Late-nineteenth-century America was most certainly a capitalist social formation, one emerging in the
industrial capitalist form. Across manufacturing—the key industries of our database—“labor and capital
were arrayed in stark opposition to one another” (Bensel 2000: 206). The process of working-class formation
is a cultural project with rational logic quite antithetical to that of capitalist rationality—a difference that
springs from the conflict between workers’ strike solidarities and their opposition in scabbing featured in
this study.

6We note that this is not the case in our data. Scabbed strikes result in significant wage reductions for
workers in our sample. See discussion section that follows; also see Aronowitz (1973: 150).
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would call a culture of solidarity central to working-class formation. In his theory
the free-rider problem can be typically overcome through selective incentives (usu-
ally market-oriented quid pro quo exchanges) or coercion. Yet, due to the over-
whelming force of individual self-interests recourse to persuasion-based
solidarity is unlikely to achieve a favorable outcome absent other factors. Olson
(1973: 70–71) explains that workers sometimes perform collective action under
these conditions through their use of coercion and violence. This captures one side
of the dialectic in contentious collective action under capitalism, a potent and
important reality. However, the processes of making a working-class culture and
the process of class formation are beyond the grasp of such theories. We need to
know if, when, and how the culture of solidarity wins out over capitalist individual
rationality. Thus, it is important to examine the impact of solidarity and its limi-
tations in the face of individual self-interest.

Various social differences could and often did lead to divisions and fragmenta-
tion of workers that might weaken or undermine the process of class formation and
play into the hands of capitalist rationality. By class formation, we mean the simul-
taneous dual process whereby: (a) class segregation and boundary construction
increases the economic, social, and cultural distance between class; while (b) class
consciousness, solidarity, and intensification of social relations are enhanced within
class.7 Thus, classes are understood as variably organized and disorganized forma-
tions that result from continuous struggles (Przeworski 1985: 70) embodying vary-
ing degrees of interclass polarization and intraclass solidarity. Strikes embody all
these processes.

A key feature of labor during this period of extraordinary industrial capital devel-
opment was the massive emergence of cooperation, one that is fundamentally two-
sided (Isaac and Christiansen 1999). On one side, what appears as the productive
power of capital is due to labor cooperation on an increasing scale—greater volumes
of labor power concentrated within and actively linked with the means of produc-
tion. On the other side, this same cooperative labor power for capital carries the
increased capacity for cooperation or mutuality of labor’s power for labor that man-
ifests as “resistance to domination of capital, and with it, the necessity for capital to
overcome this resistance by counter-pressure” (Marx 1974: 331).

Where does this resistance come from?What are its active elements? The answer,
in a word, is culture, the development of a “working-class subculture of opposition”
(Oestreicher 1989: 60–67) or workers’ “culture of solidarity” (Fantasia 1988) neces-
sary for class formative solidarity at the point of production, the workplace where
workers’ grievances against capital become concentrated in contentious form.

For workers to have a chance at successfully persuading their employers to capit-
ulate as a result of their withdrawal of collective labor power, they need to make the
effort as fully collective as possible by building awareness, understanding, trust,
commitment, all shaped into a working-class culture prepared for opposition. In
the face of multiple competing alliances, cleavages, dominant ideological opposition,
workers develop rudiments of an oppositional subculture as one side of the class
formative process, intraclass solidarity manifested in a culture of mutuality and

7Another way to conceptualize this process is as: “an increasing alignment between economic hierarchies,
on the one side, and cultural practices or collective action on the other” (Haydu 2008: 6).
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material organization. This culture of solidarity grew out of the conditions of labor
as it was being shaped by industrial capital. The materialization of this class mutu-
ality in the Gilded Age consisted of unions, Knights of Labor assemblies, clubs,
cooperatives, labor newspapers, singing societies, fraternal organizations, political
organizations, and workers’ militia (Oestreicher 1989: 60–67).

The cultural glue that contributes to an intraclass community of solidarity
appears as a “code,” a “doctrine of mutualism,” or workers’ moral economy: “infor-
mal practices and commonly understood moral precepts which were communicated
to and accepted by a broad segment of [Detroit’s] working population; setting stints
and limiting output, honoring picket lines and boycotts, helping needy compatriots”
(ibid.: 62–65). The 1892 strike at Carnegie’s Homestead Steel Works offers an
impressive example of solidarity, perhaps one “unsurpassed in American history”
(Serrin 1992: 73). Thousands of strikers and townspeople were organized on a “mil-
itary basis,” with a whistle warning system; men and women were stationed on
roads, railroads, plant gates, and the Monongahela River; and scouts in
Pittsburgh were on alert for an expected influx of Pinkerton strikebreakers (ibid.:
73–75). Focusing on more recent strikes, Fantasia (1988) elaborates a similar work-
er’s culture emerging around the strike as a trying and emotionally difficult process
where the rudiments of a “community of solidarity” (intraclass dynamics) emerges
in opposition to the company (interclass dynamics). Both community support and
some outside support “created a sense of mutuality and sociability,” an “intense
sense of community nourished by the strike” (p. 193).

Class-based norms were central to this oppositional culture of strike solidarity,
and perhaps no norm was more important than the emergence of the meaning of
“scab,” a commonly used pejorative term for one who does not participate with cow-
orkers in a strike, crosses a picket line, or hires on as a replacement worker during a
strike. This linguistic moral code was part of community ostracism of persons who
put individual interests above collective interests, a class-defined deviant behavior.
Emerging with force in the wake of the 1877 national strike, the norm’s purpose was
to persuade against individualistic practices that would undermine solidarity around
the strike. Theories that are premised on individualistic behavioral models (e.g.,
Olson 1973) have trouble accounting for high-risk solidarity in struggles over col-
lective goods like strikes over wages, better working conditions, union recognition,
and so forth. Our conceptualization of class formation and intraclass dynamics cen-
ters on cultural practices leading to a multidimensional approach to worker solidar-
ity as part of the class-formation process (e.g., Katznelson 1986), all forms of which
are expected to increase the likelihood of strike success. We conceive of these empir-
ical dimensions of solidarity as more-or-less stemming from bottom-up sources
(e.g., direct action mobilization of workers in single firms or across multiple firms)
and from top-down sources (e.g., organization, resources) (e.g., Roscigno and
Hodson 2004). First, worker solidarity in strike participation at the point of produc-
tion is required. High levels of participation would be necessary, if not sufficient, for
success leading to our first hypothesis:
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H1A: The greater the degree of worker strike participation solidarity at the point
of production, the greater the likelihood of strike success.8

Sometimes strike actions spread beyond a single workplace in a given industry
signaling broader grievances, solidarity, and willingness to mobilize. This might be
due to general strike actions in an industry and/or sympathy strike actions; both add
potency to the strike because “they create widespread solidarity to magnify the
power of any single group of workers” (Brenner et al. 2009: xxxviii–xxxix). The idea
behind multifirm action as an indicator of solidarity in the same industry-locality is
that it carries the weight of cross-firm or organizational breadth of striker action.
Therefore, we hypothesize that:

H1B: The presence of extended strike solidarity across multiple workplaces will
increase the likelihood of strike success.

There are other crucial intraclass solidarity processes of the organizational and
resource variety that are likely to lead to greater strike success. Union organization mat-
ters for class formation and worker solidarity in collective action like strikes
(e.g., Kimeldorf 2013; Montgomery 1979; Southworth and Stepan-Norris 2003). The
presence of worker self-organization can have a powerful impact on the production
of collective militancy like strikes especially when operating jointly in conflictual
manager-worker space (Roscigno and Hodson 2004), very much the dominant condi-
tions in the Gilded Age. In general, organizational solidarity in the form of a union-led
strike would increase worker power, resources, and discipline, so we hypothesize:

H1C: The presence of organizational solidarity, in the form of union backing, will
increase the likelihood of strike success.

The flow of resources to support strikers from various sources (including their
union, other unions, community members) signify intraclass solidarity potentially
important for success. Financial assistance signals economic resource solidarity with
strikers that could come from the union in union-led strikes. However, union and
financial support, while related, are not identical. Some nonunion strikes also
received financial assistance (11 percent in our data). During this historical period
the Knights of Labor were known for extending solidarity in the form of financial
assistance when strikers had no union or strike funds (Montgomery 1980: 90), and
there is also evidence that strikers sometimes received financial assistance from local
communities (Henry 1991). Therefore, we hypothesize:

H1D: The flow of financial support solidarity with a strike will increase the likeli-
hood of strike success.

8All our hypotheses presume ceteris paribus conditions.
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Group Size, Proximity, and Limits to Strike Solidarity

“I can pay one half of the working class to kill the other half.”
—A famous quote widely attributed to Gilded Age robber baron and railroad

tycoon, Jay Gould9

“The right to permanently replace [strikers], [is the] right to use nuclear weap-
onry in the arsenal of industrial warfare.”

—Former National Labor Relations Board chair, William Gould (1993: 202)

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, strike frequency escalated rap-
idly. Figure 1 shows this enormous surge in workplace disruptions between 1870
and 1900 and highlights our analytic time frame (1881–86) embedded in this period
of initial strike acceleration. Prior to the 1877 national uprising, strikes were quite
infrequent and relatively small scale.10 As work stoppages became more frequent,
they also became larger, more aggressive, and more disruptive for employers and

Figure 1. Annual US strike frequency, 1844–1900.
Sources: US Commissioner of Labor (1888) for 1844–69; US Bureau of the Census (1975).

9Quoted in Foner (1998) and Cowie (2016). There is debate as to whether Gould used precisely these
words; but his actions were consistent with them—i.e., using strikebreakers to bury strikers—and more
forceful in any case.

10Decade average annual strike activity data indicates the relatively low level of labor militancy prior to
the 1880s: 1840s (mean= 2.7, range= 1–5); 1850s (mean= 6.3, range 1–13); 1860s (mean= 7.1,
range= 2–15); 1870s (mean= 30.6, range= 10–51); 1880s (mean= 795.4, range= 183–1,572); and 1890s
(mean= 1,418.8, range= 1,066–1,897).
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political authorities, and more lethal for strikers. Between 1877 and 1900 almost 400
were killed in strikes (surely an undercount), mostly workers, accounting for more
than a third of all strike deaths in the United States to present (Lipold and Isaac
2009: 198).

Not only did strikes become more frequent and disruptive, they also were dis-
playing a shocking level of worker power, an affront to bourgeois ideology. Over
our analytic period (1881–86), strikes won either some (partial success or compro-
mise) or all worker demands (total success) in 53 percent of the contests. This
shockingly high success rate was due in no small measure to both worker militancy
and mutuality in the fight for workers’ control of production during the period
(Montgomery 1979), which most certainly got the attention of employers and of
agents of the state (e.g., US Commissioner of Labor 1888: 5–33). We note, however,
that the success rate did not stay at this high level indefinitely; it shows a declining
trend over the next decade and would face more difficult odds as employers began to
organize and counter with “scientific management” and other tactics (Griffin et al.
1986; Montgomery 1979, 1987).

In the context of bourgeois understandings, this strike surge and especially their
success was anathema—contrary to the natural order of the market. By the 1880s,
the definition of property was augmented to include not only material things like
factories but also intangible terms like market value and profitable potential (Voss
1993: 118–19). Workers’ collective actions were understood as illegitimate interfer-
ence with these property and market processes. Consequently, in dominant bour-
geois ideology, “strikes expressed a conflict not between employers and workers but of
‘labor against labor,’ that is, striking workers against strikebreakers” (Beckert 2001:
282; emphasis added). The extreme position took the view that strikes and boycotts
should be felonies while the use of fatal force for interfering with strike replacements
(or scabs) should be treated merely as “justifiable homicide” (Thompson 1900; cited
in Pearson 2015). Authorities constructed institutional barriers to counter growing
labor militancy, including conspiracy and injunction law, municipal police forces,
public and private militias, employer associations, and a growing industry of
specialized strikebreaking and unionbusting companies (e.g., Griffin et al. 1986;
Isaac 2002; McCammon 1993; Norwood 2002; Skowronek 1982; Smith 2003;
Tomlins 1985).

Strike solidarity at the point of production is, no doubt, extremely important but
also equally challenging to accomplish. Localized solidarity has limits; even with 100
percent solidarity among strikers at the point of production, strikers could still find
their efforts defeated.11 One of the most potent countertactics used by employers
was the recruitment of replacement workers to dampen production disruption costs
of a strike. An existing supply of surplus labor could be drawn upon for replacement
workers and molded in cooperation with capital rather than cooperation with labor.
This was a highly visible tactic and one that added an extra level of contentiousness
to any walkout.

Strikes carry a variety of costs for both sides of the conflict. When workers strike
they seek leverage over their employer by halting production, and thereby adds a

11For instance, in our data 42 percent of strikes with 100 percent worker participation still went down in
defeat.
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new operating cost—disruption costs—to the employer’s accounting ledger. The
employer’s calculus would involve these disruption costs as well as estimated con-
cessionary costs associated with conceding to strikers’ demands. If the costs associ-
ated with replacement workers is less than the sum of disruption and concessionary
costs, then we might expect an employer to bring in replacements to break the strike.
US labor law certainly did not (does not) preclude such employer tactics (e.g.,
Feldacker and Hayes 2014; Tomlins 1985; White 2008), and in fact was (is) very
conducive to it.

From the striker’s side, things change dramatically when an employer opts for
replacement workers. The strike dynamic changes fundamentally because it imme-
diately raises the stakes of the conflict by posing a direct challenge to future employ-
ment; a routine strike changes to a “strike under siege” and the picket line shifts
from a symbol of collective intraclass solidarity and line of demarcation
between-class polarization to a crucible of hot conflict (Fantasia 1988: 189).
Given the stakes and increased intensity of struggle, typically accompanied by
armed force (police, militia, hired mercenary thugs), the resort to scabs often lead
to violence (e.g., Norwood 2002; Olson 1973: 70; Smith 2003).

With a shift in the size, quality, and frequency of strikes over the Gilded Age
(Montgomery 1979: 18), employers often used replacement workers to break strikes.
Panel A of table 1 shows the percentage of strikes for which replacements were used
over our period. Mild fluctuations appear during the period, but generally about 40
percent of all strikes faced strikebreaking replacements. Panel B shows the percent-
age of strikes scabbed for several locations—including New York and Chicago, the

Table 1. Prevalence of strikebreaking replacement worker use by employers

Panel A. Across Years in Our Analytic Period

Years % Strikes Scabbed

1881 38.8

1882 36.3

1883 40.5

1884 40.7

1885 39.0

1886 42.2

Mean= 39.6%

Panel B. By Select Location, 1881–86

Location % Strikes Scabbed

New York City 38.7

Chicago 40.0

Peripheral Mining Regions 24.4

United States (as a whole) 39.6

Note: Raw strikebreaker data are from the US Commissioner of Labor (1888).
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two largest cities and leading strike sites during these years. Note that the peripheral
mining regions had a substantially lower scab rate than the nation as a whole, pos-
sibly a consequence of higher costs for mining companies seeking to import replace-
ments to isolated mining sites (see Kimeldorf 2013). In general, between 1870 and
1900 employers hired more than a half million strikebreaking replacements, or
approximately 10.8 percent of the 4.7 million workers who went on strike during
this period (see also: Rosenbloom 1998: 184).

Scholars have long regarded replacement workers as one of the most potent weapons
available for employers in strike conflicts. For example, historian Philip Foner (1981: 17)
maintains that “the failure of a great number of strikes in cotton textiles, mining, iron
and steel, cigar, railroad, and other industries must be attributed in no small measure to
the ability of employers to make use of unskilled labor obtained from labor exchanges
and steamship companies as strikebreakers.” Howard Kimeldorf (2013) argues that the
origins of the organized labor movement are located in industries where it was most
difficult (and therefore costlier) for employers to resort to replacements to break strikes,
giving such workplaces a special advantage from which embryonic unions could gain
footholds with a chance to grow.

Employers who sought to use replacements in the face of a strike had two choices;
one option would be to recruit from the local community. In this case, it is conceiv-
able that working-class solidarity might extend from the strike site out through the
community preventing the recruitment of replacement workers. This was most
likely to occur with union presence at the struck workplace, especially unions with
social unionism culture (Montgomery 1979; Southworth and Stepan-Norris 2003).12

Precepts of workers’ moral economy most certainly included strong prohibitions
against scab labor (and the very term scab) and crossing picket lines, and these
moral codes were communicated and accepted by many working-class communi-
ties.13 The creation, diffusion, and enforcement of these codes was a key part of
intra-working-class struggle. During a strike-induced crisis, fusion between work-
place and community could grow more intense. Fantasia (1988: 206–9) reports that
for strikers to sustain themselves during a strike, solidarity with family and com-
munity was crucial. Montgomery (1987: 371) also underscores the importance of
strike support from neighborhood solidarities: “high visibility strikes could enjoy
overwhelming community support. : : : The vast working-class neighborhoods of
[this period] could make life unbearable for scabs, mount large funeral processions
for slain strikers, and involve entire families in marketplace as well as workplace
struggles.” Dense concentrations of workers in class-segregated neighborhoods
often conveyed workplace struggles into community mobilizations (Montgomery
1987: 332; also Southworth and Stepan-Norris 2003). For example, during the
1895 Brooklyn trolley strike, picket crowds (mostly nonstriking sympathizers) as
large as 6,000 supported the strike; community support for the strikers came in
the form of food, entertainment, financial support, and symbolic window placards
while also doing battle with police and militia (Henry 1991).

12In our data, union presence significantly reduces the use of scabs from the local community by about
9 percent; however, union presence provides no protection against the use of imported scabs.

13For example, consistent evidence has been reported for Gilded Age strikes in Chicago (Schneirov 1998),
Detroit (Oestreicher 1989), Cleveland (Leonard 1979), and Brooklyn (Henry 1991).
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Yet there is an underlying difficulty or contradiction in expanding group scale factor
(i.e., from workplace to surrounding community). On the one hand, labor’s disruptive
capacity grows with scale. But, on the other hand, that same scale factor—say, creating
solidarity that extends from the workplace strike site through the community—
becomes increasingly difficult to achieve as population scale or latent group size
increases (a point recognized in a somewhat different fashion by Olson [1973]).
Stitching together relations of solidarity is easier to accomplish in a smaller group
and if all individuals have equivalent interest in the goal of the collective effort (i.e., strike
outcome). Moreover, there is also the issue of proximity. As distance from the struck
firm increases, the likelihood of strong community ties to build solidarity decreases.

Extensive community solidarity with strikers happened but it was not a given.
For instance, we know from the US Commissioner’s Third Annual Report (1888)
that during 1881 and 1886, almost 30 percent of strikes drew scabs from the local
community suggesting that workplace-community strike solidarity certainly has its
limits. When these limits are breached in the local community, neighborhood soli-
darity with strikers is weakened, strikers’ associational power is reduced, and
employers gain a major resource in the strike battle.

Local labor markets are but one source, perhaps the cheapest, for a replacement
labor supply, if strikers’ moral code could be breached. But if the local community
does not provide a source of replacement workers, employers are left with the pros-
pect of importing replacements from farther away. Imported replacements generally
came at a premium. Employers would be faced with locating willing and able (suf-
ficiently skilled) unemployed workers, transport and perhaps house them, or find
commercial agents who would provide such services.14 But even with these addi-
tional expenses, employers’ calculus may still find this a cheaper approach than
accepting ongoing disruption costs and/or concessionary costs associated with
worker demands, especially those challenging workplace control.

From labor’s perspective, the ideal situation would find the moral code of soli-
darity with strikers widespread across the entire social formation, the social factory
(Cleaver 1979) including many localities and neighborhoods (Isaac and
Christiansen 1999).15 So here we would look for market support in boycotts against
the targeted employer, sympathy strikes, and certainly adherence to the prohibition
against hiring on as scabs to be transported to a strike site. For example, this moral
code operated outside the local community during a foundry strike in Newark

14During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries an entire industry of union busting, and strike-
breaking mercenaries was emerging. Alan Pinkerton, founder of the Pinkerton Agency and most well-
known of this ilk, earned the infamous title “King of the Strikebreakers” (see Norwood 2002; Smith
2003). Other infamous agencies included the Baldwin-Felts, Bergoff, Burns, Farley, and Waddell and
Mahon.

15Isaac and Christiansen (1999: 121) explain the meaning and appropriateness of “social factory” in the
following terms: “Once capital accumulation generalizes the commodity-form of social organization, the
classic equation that capital equals the ‘place of employment’ [as form or workplace] or even the ‘economy’
is inadequate. The place where labor happens, where class relations are constituted, where class struggle is
waged is simply not just the special location of the ‘shopfloor.’ Instead, a more adequate spatial image is
acquired in the social relational matrix that constitutes the capitalist social formation in which wage depen-
dency is imposed on both the directly waged as well as the unwaged to work for and sometimes against
capital. : : : Thus, the ‘factory’ where the working class works is the society as a whole, the ‘social factory.’”
See also Southworth and Stepan-Norris (2003).
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where factory owners recruited 50 replacements from New York City. When the
replacements arrived and learned they were there to break a strike, they refused
to scab and demanded a day’s pay for their travel (Chicago Tribune, July 1,
1881, p. 3). Of course, this presupposes not only generalized adherence to such
norms of workers’moral economy but also the material conditions of existence that
could increase the likelihood of adherence to that norm: no substantial labor sur-
plus, or discrimination-induced segmented labor markets that would generate
severe economic distress as an overriding motive to scab a strike. As distance from
the strike site and latent group size both increase, solidarity with strikers becomes
more difficult to achieve. For example, more than 40 percent of scab labor between
1881 and 1900 was imported from sources beyond the community of the strike site
(Rosenbloom 1998: 184), and these imported workers were often (not always)
unemployed immigrants or African Americans (Whatley 1993).16 These conditions
lead to our second general hypothesis:

H2: When strike solidarity is breached through employer recruitment of replace-
ment workers (from local community or beyond), the likelihood of strike success is
reduced.

Workplace strike solidarity was extremely difficult to produce and fragile to
maintain under conditions prevailing in late-nineteenth-century America. But it
was, nonetheless, necessary for strike success. It was not, however, sufficient.
Workplace strike solidarity can be undermined if: (a) a legal environment permits
permanent replacements or scabs, as strikebreakers, and (b) a culture of individu-
alism promotes and economic necessity pushes workers to cooperate with capital
rather than with other workers, thus impeding the intraclass component of solidar-
ity in the class-formation process. With the copresence of these conditions, very
much a part of the nineteenth-century political-economic context, there is reason
to believe that workplace class formation can be undermined by either community
or social factory breaches in workers’ moral code. This leads to our third general
hypothesis:

H3: The power of employers to hire strikebreaking replacement workers is gener-
ally sufficiently strong to negate the positive impact of worker strike solidarity in all
its forms.

Urban Political Regimes and Differential Strike Policing

“Year after year platoons of [New York City] police cracked skulls, broke up
meetings, and smashed picket lines while press and politicians acquiesced or
applauded wildly.” (Burrows and Wallace 1999: 1110)

16Labor exchanges and strikebreaking companies were experts at locating such labor surplus; and there is
evidence that most African American strikebreakers were used in northern strikes but were sometimes
trained and prepared in the South (e.g., Norwood 2002; Smith 2003; Whatley 1993). There were also cases
of White workers scabbing to break African American strikes; for example, White scabs were used in a Black
coal-wheelers strike in 1884 New Orleans (see New York Times, January 24, and February 5, 1884).
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To this point we have focused on solidarity and strikebreaking in a general sense
during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The estimates we provide in the
following text for hypotheses 1–4 are general estimates across many cities. But local
institutional political context constructed by city governments varied during this
period in approaches to policing strikes. Thus, characteristics specific to the local
state (municipality) might influence the relationship between strikebreaking and
strike success. Indeed, some have argued that municipal political regime policing
policy toward strikes and other forms of working-class action is a good gauge of
labor’s collective strength in relation to the local state (e.g., Richardson 1974;
Schneirov 2019).

Although we can expect capital to be generally antagonistic toward any type of
labor militancy, differential policing regimes could generate a political context that
buffered or exacerbated the negative effect of strikebreakers. For example, if political
authorities favored workers or were neutral, police might play a more neutral role
relative to strikers. If, however, authorities and mainstream press treated strikers as
un-American radicals or a fundamental economic threat (Isaac 2002, 2008), then
police might be likely to act as agents of capital in their repressive strikebreaking
capacities (Richardson 1974: 159). Here repressive policing would target strikers
and protect strikebreakers, while more labor-friendly political authorities might
do the opposite. The brutal/soft or repressive/tolerant polarities (from labor’s per-
spective) are generally consistent with some typologies of protest policing styles in
Western democracies (e.g., Della Porta and Reiter 1998; Earl 2011: 268–71). When it
comes to strikes, solidarity, and strikebreaking, the role of the police and policing
culture could be important by moderating or interacting with how scabs impact the
strike and settlement processes. Testing political regime interactions in our models
would require detailed information about differential policing policies in a large
number of cities (n= 670 distinct municipalities to be exact), an impossible data
collection task even assuming that such data were available.

We are, however, able to shed light on this question by examining models spe-
cifically for New York and Chicago, the two largest and most strike-active cities at
this moment in US history. Historic evidence on the policing of strikes in New York
City generally paints a picture of a direct and forcefully repressive approach to strik-
ers and worker self-organization (Beckert 2001; Burrows and Wallace 1999;
Schneirov 2019). New York police not only attacked strikers and protected strike-
breakers but also the police served as scab labor sometimes.

The regime that replaced the Boss Tweed group in New York was known as the
“Swallowtails,” Democratic Party business leaders who dominated city government
(Beckert 2001: 130–32; Hammock 1982: 110; Schneirov 1998, 2019). “Every mayor
elected between 1872 and 1886 was a prominent merchant or manufacturer, and
Swallowtails had major representation among aldermen and lesser city offices”
(Schneirov 2019: 260). The Swallowtail regime began to organize along clear class
lines during 1872 in political, economic, and cultural spheres, leaving the working
class largely closed out of political parties and electoral activities. The regime per-
mitted the police to brutally repress strikes (ibid.: 261–62), and frequently moni-
tored, infiltrated, raided, and otherwise disrupted workers’ meetings and
organizations (ibid.: 269).
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Things were different in Chicago during our analytic period. Coming into office
in the 1878 wake of the bloody street fighting of the national general strike the pre-
vious year, Mayor Carter Harrison worked to curb labor-capital violence in the city.
A staunch supporter of the ethnic working class of Chicago, especially the Irish,
Harrison’s approach was to build a more inclusive coalition to mollify the interests
of business as well as organized labor and socialists (Miller 1996: 435–48). Cooling
to this approach over time, business leaders distanced themselves from city politics
under Harrison’s regime. Unlike New York mayors, whose political “Committee of
Seventy” supervised police, Harrison had direct personal control over all police mat-
ters; he appointed top personnel, controlled promotions, and insisted on personnel
with labor sympathies who would resist using police violence to deal with strikers
(Schneirov 2019: 266).

Exemplary cases from the two regimes are instructive. The event in New York
City that initiated the strong move to business class formation in 1872 was a strike at
Steinway Piano. Here police clubbed strikers and escorted scabs across picket lines.
A series of subsequent strikes at Steinway (and many other firms) during the 1880s
were handled in a similar violent manner (Beckert 2001). In Chicago, by contrast, a
series of 1882 strikes occurred in the Bridgeport district of the city.17 Strikes by
brickmakers, blast furnacemen, and iron ore shovelers all led to success for workers
largely because police commanders, under Mayor Harrison’s direction, did not
attack strikers but instead allowed strikers and sympathetic neighborhood crowds
to convince scabs—one way or another—of the errors of their ways (Schneirov
1998: 110–13; 2019: 105).

These are interesting cases of differential strike policing. But did the two regimes
apply this differential policing in a consistently strong manner? If the Chicago
approach to policing strikes was sufficiently robust,18 we would expect the impact
of strikebreakers on strike success to be weaker in Chicago than in New York. These
different policing practices lead to our fourth hypothesis:

H4: Given differential policing regimes, the negative impact of strikebreakers on
strike success will be greater in New York than in Chicago.

Data
The data for our analysis are coded from the US Bureau of Labor’s Third Annual
Report of the U.S. Commissioner of Labor (1888). Motivated by the growing preva-
lence of strikes and lockouts emerging during the late 1870s and 1880s, the bureau
collected detailed information on every strike in the United States occurring
between January 1, 1881 and December 31, 1886. The bureau began by generating
a massive list of strikes culled from newspapers, magazines, trade journals, and other
commercial publications that mentioned strikes or lockouts located anywhere in the
country. Field agents were then sent to these sites to gather detailed information
about each strike (or lockout) by interviewing employers and employees. While

17Bridgeport was also known as the “shanty Irish” part of town (Schneirov 1998: 105).
18This approach to policing strikes in Chicago began to shift with the growth of the eight-hour movement

in 1885 and especially after the 1886 Haymarket massacre (Green 2006; Mirola 2015; Schneirov 1998: 110–
13; 2019). By 1886–87 policing of labor practices in Chicago began to look more like New York (Schneirov
2019: 268).
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in the field, agents gathered information on additional strikes, thus expanding their
initial pool. The final compendium documents 38 fields of data for nearly 5,000
strikes that targeted more than 23,000 firms.19

By contemporary standards of strike data collection, the bureau’s compendium
represents an “extraordinary effort,” according to two leading labor economists
(Card and Olson 1995: 35). Consequently, these data have been employed by eco-
nomic historians, labor economists, and sociologists to examine a variety of ques-
tions (e.g., Biggs 2005; Currie and Ferrie 2000; Friedman 1988; Geraghty and
Wiseman 2008; Isaac et al. 2022; Jacobs and Isaac 2019; Rosenbloom 1988;
Rossel 2002). Drawing from the northeast and Midwest states, we employ all cases
from this source with complete data resulting in a sample of 4,528 strikes spanning 6
years, 21 industries, and 17 states.

Measures
Our hypotheses highlight the role of solidarity and its breakdown implicitly at vari-
ous levels of scale in population size and proximity to the strike (i.e., point of pro-
duction, local community, and beyond the local community) in shaping the
outcome of a strike. We control for a variety of strike event characteristics as well
as year, industry, and state context.

Dependent Variable

For each strike, the bureau file records the outcome or settlement with three cate-
gories: success (all striker goals or demands obtained); partial success or compro-
mise (some goals obtained); and failure (no goals obtained). Our dependent variable
is strike success, a binary measure that combines total or partial success (= 1) in
contrast to failure (= 0).20 These settlements are moments in a process of ongoing
local class contention. During our time frame, on average approximately 53 percent
of all strikes achieved some level of success (some or all demands achieved) for
workers. This nontrivial success rate and the sheer frequency of strikes at this his-
torical juncture were key motivations for government concern and this massive gov-
ernment data collection (see US Commission of Labor 1888).

Solidarity

Because we conceptualize strike solidarity as multidimensional, we employ several
distinct measures. Strike participation solidarity at the point of production is gauged

19The unit of analysis is the strike event not the individual establishment. With the event as the unit of
analysis, our empirical design falls into what Tilly (2008: 206) calls the “epidemiological” approach to study-
ing contentious collective action in contrast to “narrative” and “interactional” approaches.

20We collapsed the partially successful with the completely successful outcomes because the former was a
small fraction of the sample (8 percent) and represent some strategic overdemanding by more militant
unions. Moreover, much research on collective contentious action takes partial gains as significant for poor
peoples’ movements (see Piven and Cloward 1979). We also estimated models with both the dichotomous
and trichotomous outcome measures and the basic inferences hold in each case. Excluding the partially
successful cases from analysis also leads to the same conclusions presented here.
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with several different measures: a continuous measure—the proportion of the work-
force participating in the strike. We also show the impact of solidarity at several
points in the distribution: a binary variable for 100 percent worker strike participa-
tion (= 1), where the idea is that anything less implies some level of scabbing within
the workplace leading to potential for weakening workers’ structural power (e.g.,
Schwartz 1976) of the strike; and binary variables for below the median (<98 per-
cent participation) and very low participation (<50 percent). We tap extended work-
place solidarity with a binary variable for strikes that extended beyond one firm in
an industry/locality (= 1). Our data uses the strike as the unit of analysis and num-
ber of firms (same industry) hit by the strike can vary. This measure allows a gauge
on the breadth or generalization of worker mobilization. We measure organiza-
tional solidarity support with a binary variable for union-supported strikes (= 1)
in contrast to spontaneous, unorganized, or wildcat strikes (= 0). We expect
union-supported strikes to bring a greater degree of solidarity because of their orga-
nizational power, culture of opposition, and ability to exert sanctions and incentives
against nonparticipations. In short, unions bring an organizational basis for solidar-
ity to the conflict. Financial assistance signals some degree of economic support for
strikers that would likely come from the union. However, union and financial sup-
port, while related, are not identical. Some nonunion strikes also received financial
assistance (11 percent in our data); during this time period the Knights of Labor
were known for providing assistance to strikers with no union or meager strike
funds (Montgomery 1980: 90).21 We measure financial support solidarity with a
binary variable (1 = support).

Replacement Worker (Scab) Measures

We examine several strikebreaker measures: whether any replacement workers
(scabs) were used against strikers (= 1).22 In some models, we also examine the
impact of substantial within-firm strike scabbing measured as less than the median
)98 percent) strike participation (= 1),23 and strike participation at less than half the

workforce.

Strike Characteristic Controls

It is important to control for other characteristics of collective action events that
might be driving the outcome. Based on past research on strike outcomes, labor
history, and sociological theory of contentious collective action, we have clear
expectations regarding the directional influence of our control variables. In addi-
tion to our focus on the importance of various dimensions of solidarity discussed
in the preceding text (including union led, financial assistance, and multifirm in
breadth), we control for two other variables that are likely to increase success. One

21At this point in history strike funds were either nonexistent or very small. Only 28 percent of strikes in
our sample receive any financial assistance, and average support for a strike was $649.

22Whether scabs were recruited from the local community or beyond did not matter; both had very simi-
lar strong negative impact on success so we do not present the decomposed variables here.

23At 100 percent participation average strike success is 53 percent; at participation levels of 50 percent or
less, the average success rate drops to 18 percent and falls monotonically between these two points.
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is the level of worker skill. The higher the skill level, the more difficult for employ-
ers to replace during a strike (Kimeldorf 2013). Our proxy for skill is the average
daily worker wage rate (ln $). Another factor likely to increase success is the dis-
ruption cost strikers impose on the target employer. We gauge disruption cost by
including the estimated financial loss (logged) incurred by the employer relative to
losses sustained by strikers.

Other characteristics increase the likelihood of failure. Typically, the longer a
strike lasts, the greater the likelihood of strike failure (Card and Olson 1995;
Jacobs and Isaac 2019; Ragin et al. 1982; Rhomberg 2012a), and we measure strike
duration as the logarithm of the number of days workers were out on strike.
Workers strike for a variety of different reasons, and some demands are more
threatening to employers than others. Workplace control demands (or those for
union recognition), struggles over organizational work rules, and sympathy strikes,
for example, are likely more threatening because they directly challenge capital’s
prerogative to organize and control the production process. Therefore, we expect
such strikes to be more forcefully resisted by employers and more likely to fail.
In our historical period, many strikes were about such issues (Montgomery
1979, 1980).24 As Montgomery (1979: 24) notes: “The fiercest battles and bitterest
losses pivoted around union rules and recognition and around sympathetic action
itself.”Over the Gilded Age, strikes increasingly revolved around what we, following
Montgomery (1979), call “control strikes” and the failure rate grew in tandem
(Edwards 1981: 119). Our measure of control strikes is a binary variable that com-
bines union recognition, organizational work rules, sympathy, or multiple causes
that include at least some of these control issues (= 1) in contrast to exclusively
economic or wage strikes (= 0). Workplace heterogeneity is another challenge to
worker struggles with employers because it can potentially undermine solidarity
and offers opportunity for employers to pit one group of workers against another.
Unfortunately, the BLS did not collect information on workplace race or ethnic
composition, but it did collect the number of male and female workers in the struck
firm. Based on past research, we expect the higher the proportion female in the firm,
the less likely a strike will be successful (e.g., Card and Olson 1995; Jacobs and Isaac
2019). Because proportion female is insignificant in all models, we dropped it from
the estimates presented in the text that follows. We also control for time (year dum-
mies) and industry.25 Descriptive statistics for all variables are presented in table 2.

Model Specification and Estimation Strategy
The basic structure of the models estimated in the following text take strike success
(= 1) as a function of (a) solidarity, (b) solidarity breakdown in the form of

24Organizational or workplace control struggles did not decline substantially until after the legal formal-
ization of union-corporate incorporation (“the accords”) following World War II. For instance, referring to
the 1946 strike wave, Babson (1999: 127) notes that management could be pressured to pay higher wages,
but not easily compelled to share workplace governance. In fact, the “labor-capital accord” of the postwar era
was predicated on employer resistance to workers’ control (see Dixon 2020).

25We also initially controlled for state effects, but state dummies made no specific or overall difference in
our estimates so they were dropped from the findings reported in the following text.
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Table 2. Variable definitions, hypothesized influence, and descriptive statistics

Variables

Predicted
Effect On
Strike
Success Definition Range Mean SD

Dependent Variable:

Strike success Strike successful at achieving
some or all worker demands (=
1)

0, 1 .53 .50

Solidarity Variables:

Strike participa-
tion solidarity

� Proportion of firm workforce on
strike

0, 1 .77 .32

100% striker
solidarity

� Full participation of all workers
(100% of firm workforce) in the
strike (= 1)

0, 1 .48 .50

Union-
supported

� Strike is called and supported by
a union (= 1)

0, 1 .61 .49

Financial
assistance

� Strikers received some financial
support (= 1)

0, 1 .28 .45

Multifirm strike � Strike extended to more than one
firm (= 1)

0, 1 .20 .40

Strikebreaker
Variables:

Moderate to low
workplace
strike solidarity

– Participation below the median
(<98%) (= 1)

0, 1 .50 .50

Very low work-
place strike
solidarity

– Less than 50% of workers in the
struck firm participated in the
strike (= 1)

0, 1 .23 .41

Replacements
used

– Replacements were used to break
the strike (= 1)

0, 1 .40 .49

Local replace-
ments used

– Exclusively local community
replacements used (= 1)

0, 1 .30 .46

Imported
replacements
used

– Exclusively imported replacements
used (= 1)

0, 1 .11 .31

Strike Characteristic Controls:

Average daily
wage

� Average daily worker wage pre-
strike ($)

.40 – 8.61 2.03 .73

Employer
relative loss
(ln)

� Log of employer monetary loss as
a percentage of workers’ mone-
tary loss due to the strike

−8.33 – 13.82 2.80 2.70

Duration (ln) – Log number of days the strike
lasted

0 – 6.43 2.47 1.21

(Continued)
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strikebreaking replacements (scabs), (c) other strike event characteristics, (d) year of
strike event, and (e) industry using cluster-adjusted standard errors.

Our models require attention to two estimation issues. First, because logistic
regression estimates are not strictly appropriate for comparison of coefficients across
models or for interpreting interaction terms, we report both logistic regression coef-
ficients and average marginal effect (AME) coefficients generated from linear proba-
bility models. AMEs are appropriate for such contrasts and provide unbiased and
consistent estimates of the average effect of predictors on the probability of a binary
outcome (Mize 2019; Mood 2010). We are led to the same substantive conclusions
regardless of estimator, although the linear probability models have a more intuitive
interpretation.26 Second, because strikes often tend to cluster within particular indus-
tries, we cannot simply assume observations are independent. Significant clustering
would bias standard errors and significance tests. Therefore, all models are estimated
with industry cluster-adjusted standard errors.27

Analysis and Findings
We address the evidence bearing on our hypotheses beginning with the expectation
that the greater worker strike solidarity at the point of production (i.e., the struck
firm), the greater the probability of strike success (H1A). Table 3 presents evidence
indicating support for this expectation. Models 1 through 5 introduce our solidarity
measures one at a time: workplace strike participation solidarity, organizational sol-
idarity (union), financial support solidarity, and cross-firm solidarity. All solidarity
indicators are significant and positively signed as expected, and all control variables
behave as expected, thus supporting our solidarity hypotheses (H1A-H1D). The
influence of organizational solidarity (union) is the most important of the direct

Table 2. (Continued )

Variables

Predicted
Effect On
Strike
Success Definition Range Mean SD

Organizational
strike (=1)

– Strike demands included organiza-
tional issues like work rules,
treatment by supervisors, union
recognition, sympathy with
other strikes, or multiple causes
(= 1) in contrast to narrowly
economic or wage strikes (= 0).

0, 1 .38 .48

Notes: N= 4,560; all strike event data are from the US Commissioner of Labor (1888).

26Further robustness checks also led to the same substantive conclusions; these alternative approaches
include: (a) using the trichotomous dependent variable and estimating ordered logistic regression models;
and (b) dropping strikes resulting in partially successful outcomes.

27An alternative approach to this problem is to estimate hierarchical models with the cluster variable as
level-2. We did estimate all of models with cross-classified hierarchical regression specifying both industry
and state as context level-2 variables. The results are substantively the same as the industry cluster-adjusted
results presented here, so we report the simpler estimation strategy.
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Table 3. Models of strike success with dimensions of solidarity

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Solidarity variables:

Striker participation
solidarity

.638*** : : : : : : : : : : : : .468***

.151*** .108***

(.025) (.024)

100% striker solidarity : : : .331*** : : : : : : : : :

.078***

(.021)

Union-supported (=1) : : : : : : .753*** : : : : : : .609***

.175*** .141***

(.040) (.035)

Financial aid (=1) : : : : : : : : : .473* : : : .234

.112* .053

(.056) (.048)

Multifirm strike (=1) : : : : : : : : : : : : .439*** .284*

.102** .064*

(.030) (.028)

Control variables:

Average wage (ln) .582* .598** .304 .626** .600** .292

.136* .140* .071 .147* .141* .067

(.058) (.061) (.061) (.058) (.057) (.050)

Employer relative loss (ln) .034** .037** .035** .036** .034** .033**

.008** .009** .008** .008** .008** .008**

(.002) (.003) (.003) (.002) (.003) (.002)

Duration (ln) −.325*** −.309*** −.379*** −.398*** −.328*** −.420***

−.077*** −.073*** −.088*** −.094*** −.078*** −.096***

(.011) (.012) (.011) (.015) (.012) (.014)

Control demands (=1) −.269* −.262* −.332* −.318* −.258† −.294*

−.063 -.062† −.076* −.074* −.060† −.067

(.032) (.032) (.035) (.033) (.032) (.035)

Year dummies yes yes yes yes yes yes

Constant .581*** .655*** .672*** .712*** .671*** .598***

R-Squared .059 .056 .075 .058 .057 .085

Notes: N= 4,528; first coefficient is the logit and the second is the average marginal effect estimated using linear
probability model (LPM); both estimators use industry cluster-adjusted standard errors (LPM standard errors in
parentheses); constant and R-squared are from the LPM.

*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05; † p < .10 (two-tailed tests).
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solidarity measures increasing the average probability of success by about 14 percent
(see model 6). Thus, the central assumption of labor studies and most social move-
ment scholarship that solidarity is central to the potential success of collective con-
tention is supported in these early labor movement strike actions.

Table 4. Models of strike success with dimensions of strikebreaking

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Strikebreaking variables:

Strike participation below median (=1) –.338*** : : : : : : –.270***

–.080*** –.057***

(.020) (.014)

Strike participation below 50% (=1) : : : –.469*** : : : : : :

–.111***

(.019)

Replacement workers (=1) : : : : : : –1.414*** –1.400***

–.329*** –.325***

(.027) (.025)

Control variables:

Average wage (ln) .600* .588* .658* .623*

.141* .138* .139* .132*

(.061) (.058) (.059) (.057)

Employer relative loss (ln) .036** .034** .045** .045**

.008** .008* .010** .009**

(.003) (.003) (.003) (.003)

Duration (ln) –.313*** –.326*** –.233*** –.230***

–.074*** –.077*** –.050*** –.049***

(.011) (.012) (.012) (.012)

Control demands (=1) –.260* –.275* –.146 –.119

–.061 –.065* –.031 –.025

(.032) (.032) (.027) (.026)

Year dummies yes yes yes yes

Constant .734*** .722*** .760*** .791***

R-Squared .056 .059 .150 .153

Notes: N= 4,528; first coefficient is the logit and the second is the average marginal effect estimated using linear
probability model (LPM); both estimators use industry cluster-adjusted standard errors (LPM standard errors in
parentheses); constant and R-squared are from the LPM.

*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05 (two-tailed tests).
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Table 4 reports evidence of several forms of strikebreaking.28 At the workplace
level, nonparticipation in a strike would be understood by striking coworkers as a
form of scabbing or at least a breach in solidarity. Model 1 indicates that strike par-
ticipation below the median (i.e.,< 98 percent) reduces the probability of success by
about 8 percent, and model 2 shows that very low strike participation (<50 percent)
also reduces the chances of success at a higher rate (by about 11 percent) as
expected. Model 3 presents estimates for hired replacement workers. The impact
of replacement strikebreakers is strongly negative and significant (reducing the
probability of success by about 33 percent), and it generally does not matter for
success whether replacements are recruited locally or imported.29 It is worth noting,
too, that the deployment of scabs has the largest impact of all variables in our mod-
els (see coefficients in models 3 and 4). Hypothesis 2 is supported indicating that
irrespective of origin of strikebreaking labor power—local or imported from outside
the community30—scabs have a devastating impact on the material fortunes of
strikers, reducing the probability of strike success by almost a third.

We also anticipated (H3) that solidarity breaches due to replacement workers
would have stronger impact on strike success than any dimension of worker soli-
darity. Table 5 reports evidence bearing on this hypothesis. Here we find that when
hired replacement strikebreakers are deployed, all dimensions of solidarity are
weakened, although all are still statistically significant (compare model 5 coefficients
to those in models 1–4). Strikebreaker presence is far more potent in influencing
strike outcome than any single dimension of striker solidarity. In fact, the replace-
ment worker effect is roughly equivalent to the sum of all solidarity measures on the
probability of strike success.31 These effects are shown graphically in figure 2.

Our final hypothesis (H4) contrasts the impact of strikebreaking replacements on
strike success for New York and Chicago. Because of a more repressive strike polic-
ing regime in New York during our analytic period, we expect that the use of scabs
would be even more efficacious for employers there than in Chicago. Table 6 shows
the results of interaction models for scabs alternating two different measures for
strike participation solidarity: proportion of employees participating in the strike
(model 1) and 100 percent striker participation (model 2). We note that the main
(general) effect of scabs is still highly significant in reducing strike success in this
two-city sample for both models. The interaction terms signal that scabs in New
York do indeed have a negative impact on success (reducing the probability of suc-
cess by about 35 percent) that is significantly greater than the parallel measure for
Chicago (reducing the probability of success by about 21 percent). Therefore, while
strikes were about equally likely to be scabbed in New York (39 percent) over our

28Preliminary bivariate nonparametric results clearly indicate that the relationship between strikebreak-
ing replacements as an employer tactic and strike failure is nonrandom (Chi-square= 558.7, p= .0000; if
scabbed, more than two-thirds of strikes failed).

29The difference between the local and imported scab coefficients (not shown) is not statistically signifi-
cant (Wald F= .138, p= .71).

30However, the difference between local and imported scabs would matter for the employer’s bottom line.
Our data indicate that the average cost of an imported scab is approximately 2.5 times more expensive than a
local scab.

31We note that there were no significant interaction effects between replacements and any of our soli-
darity measures.

338 Social Science History

https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2021.52  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2021.52


Table 5. Models of strike success comparing solidarity and strikebreaker impact

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Strike Participation Solidarity variable:

Striker participation solidarity .486*** : : : : : : : : : .325***

.104*** .066***

(.023) (.018)

Strike Class Solidarity variables:

Union-supported : : : .732*** : : : : : : .545***

.154*** .114***

(.034) (.029)

Financial aid : : : : : : .660** .438*

.137** : : : .089*

(.047) (.042)

Multifirm : : : : : : : : : .450** .305*

.094** .063*

(.031) (.028)

Strikebreaker variable:

Replacement workers –1.391*** –1.404*** –1.472*** –1.417*** –1.431***

–.323*** –.320*** –.337*** –.328*** –.322***

(.026) (.026) (.026) (.027) (.025)

Control variables:

Wages .614* .334 .641** .616** .347

.129* .069 .134** .130** .071

(.055) (.057) (.052) (.053) (.046)

Employer loss ratio .044** .044** .046*** .044** .043**

.009 .009** .010** .009** .009**

(.003) (.003) (.003) (.003) (.003)

Duration –.240*** –.293*** –.341*** –.244*** –.363***

–.051*** –.061*** –.072*** –.052*** –.075***

(.012) (.011) (.013) (.012) (.013)

Control demands –.128 –.185 –.175 –.108 –.155

–.027 –.038 –.036 –.022 –.032

(.026) (.029) (.027) (.026) (.028)

(Continued)
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period as in Chicago (40 percent), when they were scabbed in Chicago the impact
was less likely to lead to strike failure. Replacement scabs significantly reduced the
chances of success, but the differential impact of scabs on outcomes was also sig-
nificantly less in Chicago than New York, likely due to Chicago Mayor Harrison’s
less repressive approach to policing strikes.

Summary, Discussion, and Implications
Scholars and activists alike agree that solidarity is crucial to movement success. In
fact, it is no exaggeration to say that high-risk social movement activism requires a
significant degree of solidarity if movements are to have a chance to succeed in their
struggles with powerful adversaries. Labor’s early collective contention with capital-
ists provides an excellent arena for an assessment of solidarity’s dimensions, impact,

Table 5. (Continued )

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Year dummies yes yes yes yes yes

Constant .685*** .743*** .790*** .743*** .707***

R-Squared .154 .169 .162 .155 .178

Notes: N= 4,527; first coefficient is the logit and the second is the average marginal effect estimated using linear
probability model (LPM); both estimators use industry cluster-adjusted standard errors (LPM standard errors in
parentheses); constant and R-squared are from the LPM.

*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05 (two-tailed tests).

Figure 2. Impact of worker solidarities and scabs on the probability of strike success.
Note: Estimates are linear probability model estimates from model 5 in table 5.
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Table 6. Strike success models with strike policing regime interactions: New York and Chicago

Model 1 Model 2

Strikebreaking Variable:

Scabs (=1) –.990*** –1.000***

–.213*** –.214***

(.042) (.041)

Policing Regime Interactions:

New York (=1) 1.161*** 1.191***

.197*** .198***

(.034) (.034)

New York*Scabs –.872** –.853**

–.139** –.139**

(.051) (.051)

Solidarity Variables:

Proportion Strike Participation .382 : : :

.058

(.049)

100% Striker Participation : : : .297*

.020

(.025)

Union-supported .874*** .890***

.154*** .156***

(.033) (.033)

Financial aid .548** .584**

.102*** .103***

(.027) (.028)

Multifirm .518*** .507**

.094*** .096***

(.026) (.026)

Control variables:

Wages –.134 –.111

–.020 –.015

(.059) .039

Employer loss ratio .069** .071***

.011** .011**

(.004) (.004)

(Continued)
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Table 6. (Continued )

Model 1 Model 2

Duration –.724*** –.730***

–.129*** –.109***

(.012) (.010)

Control demands –.177 –.157

–.024 –.028

(.029) (.029)

Year dummies yes yes

Constant .730*** .742***

R-Squared .283 .283

Notes: N= 1.460; first coefficient is the logit and the second is the average marginal effect estimated using linear
probability model (LPM); both estimators use industry cluster-adjusted standard errors (LPM standard errors in
parentheses); constant and R-squared are from the LPM.

*** p< .001; ** p< .01; * p< .05 (two-tailed tests).

Table 7. Hypotheses and summary of findings

Hypothesis Finding Source

H1: All forms of working-class solidarity will increase the
likelihood of strike success.

H1A: Worker strike participation solidarity at the point of
production.

supported tables 3, 5, 6

H1B: Extended strike solidarity across multiple workplaces. supported tables 3, 5, 6

H1C: Organizational solidarity. supported tables 3, 5, 6

H1D: Financial support solidarity. supported tables 3, 5, 6

H2: Strikebreaking: When strike solidarity is breached through
employer recruitment of replacement workers (through
solidarity breakdown in local community or beyond),
the likelihood of strike success will be reduced.

supported tables 4, 5, 6

H3: Relative power of strikebreaking and limits of solidarity: The
power of employers to hire strikebreaking replacement
workers is generally sufficiently strong to negate the positive
impact of worker strike solidarity in all its forms.

supported table 5
figure 2

H4: Strike policing moderation: Given differential strike policing
regimes, the negative impact of strikebreakers on strike
success will be greater in New York’s harsh strike policing
regime than in Chicago’s more labor-friendly regime.

supported table 6

342 Social Science History

https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2021.52  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2021.52


and limits in high-risk collective contention. Here we find strong support for four
general hypotheses that speak to the question of solidarity’s impact, sources of
breakdown as a result of capitalist countering with strikebreaking replacements
from the local community and beyond, and the moderating impact of the local state
regime in differential policing of strikes. Hypotheses and findings are summarized
in table 7.

We find that while strike solidarity at the point of production (at the firm level) is
necessary, it is not sufficient for success. Strikebreaking replacement workers can
significantly dilute workplace solidarity and reduce disruption costs that strikers
impose on employers. The source—local or imported—of replacements does not
matter for impact on strike outcomes; we find that both measures produce approx-
imately the same success-dampening influence, although employers likely find
imports more expensive, as well as more likely to spawn violence (e.g., see
Rosenblum 1995). Scabs have a dramatic negative impact in reducing strike success,
one that has the potential to basically negate the positive influence of shop floor
solidarity. It is also likely that sites where replacements could most readily be
deployed as strikebreakers are also the least likely to successfully build unions
(Kimeldorf 2013). Furthermore, our data also indicate that workers not only lost
their jobs to permanent replacement strikebreakers, wage rates were affected as well.
Scabbed strikes depress wages for workers (both original and replacements) on aver-
age in our data by about 19 percent, an enormous wage loss for many workers
already operating at the margins of subsistence.

In addition, we find evidence, drawing on New York and Chicago experience,
that local political regimes mattered in these collective contentions between capital
and labor. In particular, the impact of replacements could be moderated if local
political power controlled police repression, as in the case of Chicago; however,
the impact of replacement strikebreakers could be maximized if the policing regime
used unrestrained repressive approaches to strikes, as in New York; disproportion-
ately strong support for employers by government authorities makes a difference
(see also Dixon 2010). In short, the local state played a role in moderating the inten-
sity of local class struggle as well as its material outcomes.

The key to undermining solidarity of collective contention at the point of attack
is an old one; divide the class of potential contenders—here wage workers in strike
action—to win the battle. Some employers were in a better position than others to
make this labor substitution; conditions that limited this exchange freedom for
employers made them more vulnerable to workers’ strikes (see Kimeldorf 2013;
Martin et al. 2017). The fact that such orchestrated contests of commodified labor
centered quite literally on terms of physical survival for the working class made
these events often ruthless and bloody contests for a substantial stretch of US history
(Lipold and Isaac 2009).

Intraclass struggle for solidarity is necessary for the execution of interclass strug-
gle (as in the case of strike outcomes), but workplace solidarity requires extension
into the local community and beyond the site of the strike. Our evidence suggests
that the probability of strike success can be greatly increased if solidarity with strik-
ing workers is strongly entrenched in the local community and beyond to the social
factory—or wider society. To that point, some scholars have recently argued that the
contemporary US labor movement needs the solidary support of the wider
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community and allies in a way that it never did before (e.g., Clawson 2003;
Rhomberg 2012a; Rose 2000). We agree with the assessment of labor’s current need
for broad allies, but we disagree that this is somehow a new feature of labor strug-
gles. Our evidence suggests that it was also a significant condition of struggle for
success during the first Gilded Age, at the dawn of the modern industrial labor
movement.

How does the breach in solidarity associated with strikebreaking compare to
other social movements? The role played by strikebreaking replacement workers,
both in availability and efficacy, may be unique as a form of repression in social
movement experience, at least in nonauthoritarian regimes. By repression, we mean,
following Tilly (1978: 100), “any action by another group which raises the contend-
er’s cost of collective action.” Social movements routinely encounter repression in
many different forms and there are certainly other movements that have faced fierce
and violent repression from both state authorities and nonstate countermovement
forces; the African American Freedom struggle is riddled with historical instances
(e.g., Bloom 2020). But workers’ strikes operate in a unique structural space where
their actions can be weakened if not totally undermined by a thoroughly legal labor
substitution act. To be clear: insurgent workers are embedded in two layers of
unequal power relations; first, they contend with employers in the wage relation,
and second, that very wage relation (tilted toward cooperation with capital) is
enforced by state legal apparatus and criminal law (White 2008). Moreover, in
the process of executing this labor substitution act as a countertactic against the
strike, capital also creates division within the working class.

What does this long-ago evidence say about contemporary worker strikes and likeli-
hood of success? Unfortunately, at root this evidence is still highly relevant for contem-
porary workers. While some employer strike-countering tactics have largely
disappeared since the first Gilded Age—for example, the use of overt violence and
bloodshed on a mass scale (e.g., Lipold and Isaac 2009)—the use of permanent replace-
ment workers to break strikes and to intimidate would-be strikers has not only
remained legal but has been reinvigorated as part of US capital’s repertoire of contention
over the last several decades (e.g., LeRoy 1995; Logan 2008; Rosenfeld 2014; White
2008). After a period (c. 1940s–1980s) of some capitalist restraint on the use of perma-
nent replacements for strikebreaking under the NewDeal Liberal/Labor coalition, a shift
in the balance of power delivered through Republican administrations and conservative
courts, capital has returned to strikebreaking as it did before World War II (Rhomberg
2012b). This is one of the reasons that the strike, as a form of collective contention, has
declined dramatically, become less potent, and decoupled from wage increases
(Rosenfeld 2014), leaving the organized labor movement in a highly precarious condi-
tion. One of the more general consequences of the deep weakening of labor’s “only true
weapon” is the rise of supereconomic inequality (Western and Rosenfeld 2011) not seen
since the decades of the first long Gilded Age. This prevailing massive inequality is,
therefore, due in no small part to the permissive legal environment for the use of per-
manent replacement workers. Workers at the lower range of the income distribution
not only live on less, but also they are continually threatened by a social structure and
political culture that works to undermine worker solidarity by pitting the working class
against itself.
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