
What Are Scabs In History

Scabs are a term that carries significant historical weight, particularly in the context of
labor movements and industrial disputes. Historically, the word has been used to describe
workers who refuse to join a strike or those who take the jobs of striking workers. This
article delves into the origins of the term, its implications in labor relations, notable
historical events involving scabs, and the broader social and economic contexts in which
scabs have emerged.

Origins of the Term "Scab"

The word "scab" has its roots in the 19th-century labor movement. While its exact origins
are unclear, it is believed to have been derived from the Old English word "sceabb," which
refers to a scab on the skin. This metaphorical usage implies something undesirable or



unclean, paralleling the view that scabs are viewed as traitors to their fellow workers.

Labor Context

In the labor context, scabs are often seen as individuals who undermine collective
bargaining efforts. Their actions can exacerbate tensions between labor unions and
employers, as scabs may enable companies to continue operations during strikes or labor
disputes. This dynamic raises important questions about loyalty, solidarity, and the ethics
of labor practices.

Historical Events Involving Scabs

Throughout history, various labor strikes have brought the role of scabs into sharp focus.
Here are some notable events:

1. The Great Railroad Strike of 1877: One of the first major strikes in the United States,
this nationwide event saw thousands of railroad workers protesting against wage cuts and
poor working conditions. Scabs were brought in to replace striking workers, leading to
violent confrontations between striking workers and the police, as well as the military.

2. Homestead Strike of 1892: This strike at the Carnegie Steel Company was marked by
extreme violence, as workers protested against wage cuts. The company hired armed
guards to protect scabs who were brought in to keep the mills running. The situation
escalated into a deadly confrontation, resulting in several deaths and significant public
outcry against the use of scabs.

3. Pullman Strike of 1894: During this nationwide railroad strike, the American Railway
Union, led by Eugene V. Debs, called for a boycott of trains carrying Pullman cars. The use
of scabs to replace striking workers led to violent clashes and ultimately federal
intervention, demonstrating the contentious relationship between labor and the
government.

4. The Flint Sit-Down Strike (1936-1937): In this pivotal event in the auto industry,
workers at General Motors occupied the plants to demand better working conditions and
recognition of their union. During the strike, scabs attempted to work in the plants,
leading to confrontations and heightened tensions between union members and
management.

Scabs in Popular Culture

The term "scab" has not only been significant in labor discussions but has also made its
way into popular culture, often symbolizing betrayal. Here are some examples of how
scabs are portrayed:

- Literature: Many novels and plays depict the struggles of workers and often feature



scabs as antagonistic characters. These portrayals emphasize the moral and ethical
dilemmas faced by workers during strikes.

- Film and Television: Movies about labor struggles often highlight the role of scabs in
escalating conflicts. This representation shapes public perception, often painting scabs in
a negative light.

- Music: Labor songs and protest music frequently reference scabs, reinforcing the idea of
solidarity among workers and the disdain for those who cross picket lines.

Scabs and Public Perception

The public perception of scabs can vary widely based on social and economic contexts.
Here are a few factors that influence these views:

- Economic Necessity: Some individuals may feel compelled to work as scabs due to
financial pressures. This economic necessity can lead to sympathy for scabs, even among
union supporters.

- Solidarity vs. Individualism: The labor movement emphasizes collective action and
solidarity. In contrast, those who work as scabs are often seen as prioritizing individual
needs over collective goals, leading to feelings of betrayal among fellow workers.

- Media Representation: Media coverage of labor disputes can shape public opinion about
scabs. Sensationalized accounts may depict scabs as villains, while more sympathetic
portrayals may highlight their struggles.

The Impact of Scabs on Labor Relations

The presence of scabs in labor disputes has significant implications for labor relations:

1. Dividing Workers: The use of scabs can create divisions among workers, undermining
the unity needed for effective collective bargaining. This division can weaken the overall
power of labor unions.

2. Escalating Violence: Historical events demonstrate that the presence of scabs can lead
to increased violence during strikes. Tensions between union members and scabs can
result in confrontations that escalate quickly.

3. Legal and Political Ramifications: The use of scabs often draws legal and political
attention, as governments may intervene to maintain order during labor disputes. This
involvement can impact the rights and strategies of labor unions.

4. Long-term Consequences: The legacy of scab labor can linger long after a dispute ends.
It can affect future labor relations, shaping the strategies and attitudes of both employers
and workers.



Current Perspectives on Scabs

In contemporary labor movements, the discussion surrounding scabs continues to evolve.
The changing landscape of work, including the rise of gig economies and remote work, has
introduced new dynamics to labor relations. Here are some current perspectives:

- Gig Economy: In many cases, gig workers do not have the same protections as traditional
employees, leading to questions about whether gig workers can be considered scabs when
they take on jobs during strikes.

- Union Strategies: Labor unions are increasingly exploring strategies to combat the use of
scabs, including public campaigns to raise awareness about the implications of crossing
picket lines.

- Global Context: The concept of scabs is not limited to the United States; similar dynamics
exist in labor movements around the world. Globalization has made labor issues
increasingly interconnected, leading to solidarity among workers across borders.

Conclusion

The term scabs encompasses a complex and often contentious aspect of labor history.
From its origins to its implications in significant labor disputes, the role of scabs raises
important questions about loyalty, ethics, and the power dynamics between workers and
employers. As labor movements continue to evolve, the historical lessons surrounding
scabs remain relevant, reminding us of the ongoing struggle for workers' rights and the
significance of solidarity in the face of adversity. Understanding the historical context of
scabs is crucial for comprehending the broader narrative of labor relations and the
challenges that workers face today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are scabs in the context of labor history?
In labor history, 'scabs' refer to individuals who work in place of striking workers, often
undermining labor strikes and negotiations. They are typically viewed negatively by labor
unions.

How did the term 'scab' originate?
The term 'scab' is believed to have originated in the 19th century, possibly derived from an
old English term for a person who is considered untrustworthy or a traitor, particularly in
the context of labor disputes.



What historical events prominently featured scabs?
One notable event was the Pullman Strike of 1894 in the United States, where scabs were
employed to replace strikers, leading to violent confrontations and significant national
unrest.

What impact do scabs have on labor movements?
Scabs can significantly weaken labor movements by breaking strikes, diminishing the
bargaining power of unions, and creating divisions among workers, which can lead to
prolonged disputes.

Are there any modern examples of scabs in labor
disputes?
Yes, modern examples include various strikes in sectors like education, transportation,
and healthcare, where replacement workers are hired during strikes, continuing the
legacy and controversy surrounding scabs.

How do labor unions typically respond to scabbing?
Labor unions often condemn scabbing, employing tactics like public shaming, picketing,
and legal action to discourage individuals from crossing picket lines and to support their
striking members.
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