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The Anthracite Coal Strike, 1902

+ In 1902, the United Mine Workers went on strike to demand
higher pay & an eight-hour work day
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+ The anthracite coal strike lasted 11 months & threatened the
nation as winter approached

Anthracite coal strike of 1902 marked a pivotal moment in American labor history, bringing
to the forefront the struggles of coal miners and the complexities of labor relations in the
early 20th century. This strike was not just a labor dispute over wages and working
conditions; it was a significant confrontation between labor and capital, as well as a catalyst
for reforms in labor policy in the United States. The events surrounding the strike
highlighted the growing power of organized labor and the necessity for governmental
intervention in labor disputes, setting the stage for future labor negotiations.

Background of the Anthracite Coal Industry

The anthracite coal industry, primarily located in northeastern Pennsylvania, was a vital
component of America’s industrial economy in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
Anthracite coal, known for its high carbon content and efficiency as a fuel source, was in
high demand for heating and industrial purposes.

The Economic Context

By the turn of the century, the demand for anthracite coal had surged due to:

- The rapid industrialization of the United States.
- The expansion of railroads, which required significant amounts of coal.
- The growth of urban areas, leading to increased residential heating needs.



Despite the booming demand, the working conditions for miners remained deplorable.
Miners often faced long hours, low wages, and dangerous conditions. The lack of safety
regulations led to frequent accidents, and the workers were left with little recourse to
address their grievances.

Labor Organization and Union Rise

The United Mine Workers of America (UMW), established in 1890, began to organize coal
miners to fight for better conditions. The UMW aimed to:

- Secure better wages.
- Reduce working hours.
- Improve safety conditions in mines.

By 1902, the UMW had grown in strength and was ready to take decisive action against the
coal operators who resisted their demands.

The Strike Begins

In May 1902, when negotiations between the UMW and the coal operators failed to yield
satisfactory results, the union called for a strike. Approximately 140,000 anthracite coal
miners walked off the job, demanding an increase in wages, a reduction in working hours
from ten to eight, and recognition of the union.

Demands of the Strikers

The key demands made by the miners included:

1. 20% wage increase
2. Reduction of working hours to eight per day
3. Recognition of the United Mine Workers as the bargaining representative for the miners

The strike quickly escalated, as the miners' absence from work began to have a significant
impact on coal production, creating shortages and driving up prices for consumers.

The Government's Involvement

As the strike continued into the fall of 1902, the coal shortage began to affect the national
economy, prompting a reaction from the federal government. President Theodore
Roosevelt, recognizing the potential for civil unrest and the economic implications of the
strike, took an unprecedented step by intervening in the labor dispute.



The Presidential Commission

In October 1902, Roosevelt invited both the mine owners and union representatives to the
White House to discuss the conflict. This was the first time a sitting president had
intervened in a labor dispute. Roosevelt’s intervention was motivated by several factors:

- The need to ensure a stable supply of coal for the winter.
- The desire to maintain public order and avoid potential violence.
- His belief in the need for fair treatment of workers.

Roosevelt proposed the establishment of a commission to investigate the miners'
grievances and mediate a resolution, which was accepted by both parties.

Outcomes of the Commission

The Anthracite Coal Strike Commission, established in November 1902, conducted hearings
and gathered evidence from both sides. The commission aimed to address the following:

- The miners' working conditions.
- The economic implications of the strike.
- The grievances presented by both the UMW and the coal operators.

Findings and Recommendations

After several months of investigation, the commission released its findings in March 1903.
The main outcomes included:

1. Wage Increase: The commission recommended a 10% wage increase for the miners.

2. Working Hours: A reduction in working hours to nine per day, though the miners had
initially sought eight.

3. Union Recognition: The commission did not mandate recognition of the UMW, but it laid
the groundwork for future negotiations.

The findings were significant because they represented a shift in federal policy towards
labor disputes, recognizing the need for mediation rather than outright repression.

Impact and Legacy

The Anthracite Coal Strike of 1902 had profound implications for labor relations in the
United States. It marked a turning point in how the federal government interacted with
labor issues, setting a precedent for future interventions in labor disputes.



Labor Relations in the Early 20th Century

Following the strike, several key developments emerged in labor relations:

- Increased Union Membership: The strike led to a surge in union membership and activism
across various industries.

- Public Perception of Labor: The involvement of President Roosevelt and the commission
helped to shift public perception, portraying labor unions as legitimate representatives of
workers’ rights.

- Legislation and Reform: The strike and its outcomes contributed to a growing movement
for labor reforms, including safety regulations and the establishment of an eight-hour
workday in various sectors.

Long-term Effects on Labor Policy

The events of the strike influenced future labor policy in several ways:

- Government Mediation: The precedent set by Roosevelt’s intervention led to more
frequent government mediation in labor disputes.

- Labor Rights Movement: The strike galvanized the labor rights movement, which
continued to fight for workers' rights throughout the early and mid-20th century.

- Establishment of Labor Standards: The outcomes of the commission’s recommendations
contributed to the establishment of labor standards and protections that would evolve
throughout the Progressive Era.

Conclusion

The anthracite coal strike of 1902 was more than just a labor dispute; it was a critical
moment in American history that illuminated the struggles of workers and the complexities
of industrial relations. The intervention of President Theodore Roosevelt and the
establishment of the Anthracite Coal Strike Commission signified a new era of government
involvement in labor issues. The outcomes of this strike not only provided immediate relief
to the miners but also set the stage for future labor negotiations and reforms, ultimately
contributing to the establishment of better working conditions and workers' rights in the
United States. The legacy of the strike continues to resonate in contemporary discussions
about labor relations, workers' rights, and the role of government in mediating disputes
between labor and industry.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main causes of the Anthracite Coal



Strike of 19022

The main causes of the Anthracite Coal Strike of 1902 included poor working conditions,
long hours, low wages, and the demand for union recognition by the United Mine Workers of
America (UMWA).

How did the Anthracite Coal Strike of 1902 impact the
U.S. economy?

The strike had a significant impact on the U.S. economy, as anthracite coal was a primary
fuel source for heating homes and powering industries. The strike led to coal shortages,
increased prices, and concerns over energy supply, prompting government intervention.

What role did President Theodore Roosevelt play in the
Anthracite Coal Strike of 19022

President Theodore Roosevelt played a crucial role in mediating the strike by intervening on
behalf of the miners and the mine operators. He was the first president to take a neutral
stance in a labor dispute, ultimately facilitating negotiations that led to a compromise.

What were the outcomes of the Anthracite Coal Strike
of 19022

The outcomes of the strike included a 10% wage increase and a reduction in working hours
for the miners, although the UMWA did not achieve official union recognition. The strike set
a precedent for future labor negotiations and highlighted the need for government
involvement in labor disputes.

How did the Anthracite Coal Strike of 1902 influence
labor movements in the United States?

The Anthracite Coal Strike of 1902 influenced labor movements by demonstrating the
power of organized labor and the effectiveness of negotiation over violence. It also led to
greater public awareness of labor issues and increased support for workers' rights,
contributing to the growth of labor unions.
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