
longest strike in us history

longest strike in us history is a significant topic in the history of labor
relations and workers' rights. This article explores the most prolonged labor
stoppage recorded in the United States, highlighting its causes, key events,
and lasting impact on the labor movement and the economy. The strike not only
demonstrated the power and resilience of organized labor but also exposed the
challenges faced by both workers and employers during industrial conflicts.
Understanding the longest strike in US history provides insight into the
evolution of labor laws, union strategies, and the socio-economic conditions
of the time. This comprehensive analysis covers the timeline, parties
involved, resolution process, and the strike’s influence on future labor
disputes. Explore the detailed sections below to gain a full perspective on
this pivotal event.
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Overview of the Longest Strike in US History
The longest strike in US history is widely recognized as the 1946-1947 strike
of the General Motors (GM) workers, which lasted for 113 days. This strike
stands as a landmark in American labor history due to its duration, scale,
and the significant economic repercussions it triggered. Organized by the
United Auto Workers (UAW), the strike involved over 320,000 workers across
multiple GM plants nationwide. It was characterized by widespread solidarity
among workers and a firm stance against the company’s refusal to meet union
demands. This strike underscored the growing strength of labor unions in the
post-World War II era and set a precedent for future labor negotiations.

Historical Context
The strike took place shortly after World War II, a period marked by major
industrial expansion and rising inflation in the United States. Workers
sought improved wages and working conditions to keep pace with the post-war



cost of living. The automotive industry was central to the US economy, and
GM’s operations were critical to many communities, making the strike’s impact
both immediate and widespread.

Causes and Background
The causes of the longest strike in US history were rooted in economic
pressures, labor-management relations, and political dynamics of the time.
Workers demanded higher wages, better benefits, and improved job security.
The company’s resistance to these demands led to escalating tensions.

Economic Factors
After World War II, inflation increased significantly, eroding workers’
purchasing power. Despite GM’s record profits during the war years, wages
remained stagnant. Workers sought wage increases to offset rising living
costs, including housing, food, and transportation.

Labor-Management Relations
Relations between the UAW and GM had been contentious for years. While the
UAW had successfully unionized GM in the late 1930s, ongoing disputes over
working conditions and contract terms persisted. The union pushed for
recognition of seniority rights, improved safety measures, and grievance
procedures.

Political Climate
The post-war period saw a surge in union activism, but also increased
governmental concern over strikes disrupting the economy. The Taft-Hartley
Act of 1947, enacted during the strike period, imposed restrictions on
unions, reflecting the tense political environment influencing labor
disputes.

Key Events During the Strike
The 113-day GM strike involved numerous significant events that shaped its
progression and outcome. The strike’s length was marked by intense
negotiations, widespread picketing, and national attention.



Initiation of the Strike
The strike began on November 21, 1945, after failed contract negotiations
between the UAW and GM management. Workers walked off the job to demand wage
increases and better working conditions. The strike quickly spread to
multiple GM plants across the country.

Union Strategies
The UAW employed coordinated mass picketing, public relations campaigns, and
solidarity actions with other unions. They also sought to maintain worker
morale through organized events and communication networks. The strike was
notable for its discipline and unity.

Company Response
GM initially resisted the union’s demands, opting to wait out the strike in
hopes workers would return without concessions. The company also attempted to
use replacement workers and legal measures to weaken the strike, but these
efforts were largely unsuccessful.

Government Involvement
Federal government officials monitored the strike closely due to its economic
impact. While there was pressure to resolve the dispute quickly, direct
intervention was limited. The passage of the Taft-Hartley Act during this
time reflected a legislative response to the increasing power of strikes.

Impact on Workers and Employers
The longest strike in US history had profound effects on both the labor force
and the automotive industry. The strike’s consequences were felt
economically, socially, and politically.

Effects on Workers
Workers faced significant financial hardships due to lost wages over nearly
four months. However, the strike strengthened union solidarity and ultimately
resulted in improved contract terms. Workers secured wage increases,
seniority protections, and better grievance procedures, enhancing job
security and workplace conditions.



Effects on General Motors
GM suffered substantial financial losses due to halted production, estimated
in the hundreds of millions of dollars. The strike disrupted supply chains
and delayed vehicle deliveries, damaging the company’s market position
temporarily. The strike also forced GM to recognize the growing power of
organized labor.

Broader Economic Impact
The strike affected not only GM but also related industries and local
economies dependent on automotive manufacturing. Ancillary suppliers, service
providers, and communities experienced economic downturns due to reduced
industrial activity.

Resolution and Aftermath
The strike concluded in March 1946 when GM and the UAW reached a new labor
contract. The resolution reflected significant concessions from the company
and demonstrated the effectiveness of sustained collective action.

Terms of the Settlement
The agreement included a substantial wage increase of approximately 18.5
cents per hour, improved benefits including paid vacations, and recognition
of union rights concerning seniority and grievance procedures. These terms
set a new standard for labor contracts in the automotive industry.

Negotiation Process
The final negotiations involved intense bargaining sessions, with both sides
making compromises. The UAW’s persistence and unity played a critical role in
securing favorable terms, while GM aimed to resume production and restore
profitability.

Legal and Political Consequences
The strike influenced labor legislation, notably contributing to the
enactment of the Taft-Hartley Act, which aimed to regulate union activities
and limit strike tactics. This legislation shaped future labor relations and
constrained union powers in subsequent decades.



Legacy and Influence on Labor Movements
The longest strike in US history left a lasting legacy on the labor movement,
employers, and labor law. It demonstrated the potential power of organized
labor and the importance of collective bargaining in industrial relations.

Strengthening of Labor Unions
The success of the strike bolstered the reputation and influence of the UAW
and other unions. It encouraged greater union membership and activism during
the mid-20th century and highlighted the necessity of strong union leadership
and strategy.

Impact on Labor Law and Policy
The strike’s timing and scale prompted legislative responses, such as the
Taft-Hartley Act, which introduced new restrictions on strike actions and
union activities. These laws shaped the legal environment for labor relations
for decades.

Lessons for Future Strikes
The strike provided valuable lessons in negotiation tactics, worker
solidarity, and the economic implications of prolonged labor disputes. It
underscored the need for balanced approaches to labor-management conflicts to
avoid extended economic disruption.

Key Takeaways

Longest strike lasted 113 days (GM-UAW strike, 1945-1946)

Driven by demands for wage increases and better working conditions

Resulted in significant concessions favoring workers

Influenced labor laws, including the Taft-Hartley Act

Strengthened union solidarity and labor movement momentum



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the longest strike in US history?
The longest strike in US history was the 1981 PATCO strike, where air traffic
controllers went on strike for 11 days before being fired by President
Reagan.

How long did the 1981 PATCO strike last?
The 1981 PATCO strike lasted for 11 days, from August 3 to August 14, 1981.

Why was the 1981 PATCO strike significant?
It was significant because it was the longest and one of the most impactful
strikes in US history, leading to the firing of over 11,000 air traffic
controllers by President Reagan.

Are there any other notable long strikes in US
history?
Yes, the 1877 Great Railroad Strike lasted for several weeks and the 1946
United Auto Workers strike lasted for 113 days, both considered among the
longest strikes.

What industries have experienced the longest strikes
in US history?
Industries such as transportation (railroads and air traffic control),
automotive manufacturing, and education have experienced some of the longest
strikes.

What were the causes of the longest strike in US
history?
The 1981 PATCO strike was caused by demands for better working conditions,
higher pay, and reduced work hours by air traffic controllers.

What was the government response to the longest
strike in US history?
The government, under President Reagan, responded by declaring the strike
illegal and fired the striking air traffic controllers who did not return to
work.



What impact did the longest strike have on labor
unions in the US?
The 1981 PATCO strike weakened labor unions, especially in the public sector,
and marked a shift toward more aggressive government and employer responses
to strikes.

Additional Resources
1. When Workers Stood Still: The Great Railroad Strike of 1877
This book delves into the first nationwide strike in the United States, which
marked the longest and one of the most significant labor uprisings in
American history. It explores the causes, events, and consequences of the
strike, highlighting the struggles of railroad workers against wage cuts and
poor working conditions. The narrative provides insights into the social and
political impact of the strike on labor movements.

2. Enduring Resistance: The 1946 U.S. Coal Strike
Focusing on the coal miners' strike of 1946, this book examines one of the
longest and most intense labor disputes in U.S. history. It details the
miners' fight for better wages and working conditions in the post-World War
II era, and the federal government's intervention to resolve the crisis. The
work sheds light on the strike's role in shaping labor policies and union
power.

3. Breaking the Chains: The 1909-1910 Pressmen's Strike
This comprehensive study covers the nearly year-long strike by the
International Printing Pressmen and Assistants’ Union. It provides a detailed
account of the labor conflict against major newspaper publishers and the
fight for recognition and fair labor practices. The book also discusses the
strike's impact on the printing industry and labor legislation.

4. The Long Fight: The 1986-1987 Hormel Strike
This book chronicles the protracted labor dispute at the Hormel meatpacking
plant in Austin, Minnesota, which lasted over a year and became a symbol of
the struggles faced by American workers in the 1980s. It explores the
economic and social factors that led to the strike, the tactics used by both
sides, and the strike's lasting effects on union strength and corporate labor
relations.

5. Steel and Solidarity: The 1952 Steel Strike
Covering the 53-day strike by steelworkers in 1952, this book examines one of
the most significant labor conflicts during the Korean War period. It
discusses the demands for wage increases and improved working conditions, the
government's attempt to seize steel mills, and the legal battles that
followed. The narrative highlights the strike's influence on labor law and
industrial relations.

6. Voices of Defiance: The 1934 West Coast Longshore Strike



This volume explores the five-month-long strike by longshoremen along the
West Coast, a pivotal event in labor history that reshaped the maritime
industry. It details the organization strategies, violent clashes, and
eventual victories that led to union recognition and better working
conditions. The book emphasizes the strike's role in empowering labor unions
across the United States.

7. Labor's Longest Stand: The 1937 Little Steel Strike
This book provides an in-depth look at the protracted and violent strike
against smaller steel companies in the late 1930s. It covers the challenges
workers faced in securing union recognition amidst fierce resistance from
employers and law enforcement. The work also discusses the broader
implications for the American labor movement and industrial relations.

8. Strike and Resolve: The 1970 Postal Workers' Strike
Detailing the historic strike by postal workers in 1970, this book highlights
the largest wildcat strike in U.S. history and its impact on federal labor
relations. It explores the workers' grievances over wages and working
conditions, the government's response, and the eventual establishment of the
Postal Service as an independent entity. The book underscores the strike's
significance in public sector labor rights.

9. Unyielding: The 1919 Steel Strike
This work chronicles the extensive steel strike of 1919, one of the largest
labor actions in American history, involving hundreds of thousands of
workers. It examines the strike's origins, the brutal suppression by
employers and authorities, and the strike's failure to achieve immediate
goals but lasting influence on labor organizing. The book offers a detailed
analysis of the complexities of labor unrest in the post-World War I era.
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