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“Only in Exceptional Cases”: The Steel Workers Organizing Committee 

Remembers the Homestead Strike1 

Joel Woller 

 

In Capital, Marx writes that 

 

The organization of the capitalist process of production, once it is 

fully developed, breaks down all resistance. … The silent compul-

sion of economic relations sets the seal on the domination of the 

capitalist over the worker. Direct extra-economic force is still of 

course used, but only in exceptional cases.1 

 

This essay is about one of these exceptional cases, the Homestead Lockout 

and Strike of 1892. This essay is about the significance of extra-economic 

compulsion and the memory of it — in particular, the collective public 

memory of employer and state violence — in working class culture, social 

movements, and politics. Accepting the premise that the hegemonic bloc 

must from time to time resort to arms in order to enforce the economic laws 

of capital accumulation, via a narrative of the labor movement’s commemo-

ration of one such event I will suggest that public collective memory of these 

exceptional moments of overt violence can play a role in the maintenance, 

reconstitution, or overthrow of a hegemonic regime.  

                     
This paper is drawn from my dissertation in progress, tentatively titled Labor’s 

Alamo: The Homestead Strike in Cultural Memory. Research for this essay was 

supported in part by a Spring 2007 Carlow University Scholarship Time Grant. 

Participants in the 2007 Summer Institute of the Marxist Literary Group in Chicago 

heard and responded to portions of this paper, as did participants in the Working-

Class Studies Association conference in St. Paul, Minnesota earlier that summer. 

Thanks also to Patricia Dunmire and Jeffrey Williams, who read drafts of this essay. 
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The Homestead Lockout and Strike of 1892 is among the most signifi-

cant and well-remembered labor actions in history. Despite the extraordinary 

support of the local community and some solidarity from the labor movement 

at large, in Homestead the power of the Amalgamated Association of Iron, 

Steel, and Tin Workers (also known as “the Amalgamated”) was destroyed 

by Andrew Carnegie, Henry Clay Frick, and the Pennsylvania militia, thus 

transforming a union town into a company-controlled town. This dramatic 

course of events in 1892 showed that even the mightiest craft union could be 

smashed by the combined power of a determined employer and a compliant 

state. The exceptional case of Homestead, moreover, exposed weaknesses in 

the anarchist movement of the nineteenth century and signaled the decline of 

the ideology of labor republicanism, opening the door for the emergence of 

the pure and simple business unionism of the American Federation of Labor 

(AFL), the social movement industrial syndicalism of the Industrial Workers 

of the World (IWW), and the political activities of the Socialist Party.2 

Of particular importance here is the role the Strike has played in working 

class activist culture. At several moments — for instance, during the rise of 

the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in the 1930s and early 1940s, 

and again during the fight against the shutdowns in the 1970s and 1980s — 

collective public memory of the Homestead Strike of 1892 has informed and 

motivated labor activism. One of these moments, the Great Depression, is the 

focus of this essay, which intends to set the stage for discussion of why 

labor’s great defeat has loomed so large in working class cultural memory. 

 

Damming Memory 

 

For over four decades following the Homestead Strike, long after Carnegie’s 

mill became part of “The Corporation,” as US Steel was known, the 

Homestead works remained an open shop. Steelworker and community 

morale reflected what organizer William Foster called “a generation of 

defeat.” Foster dated the history of Homestead in terms of the Amalgamated 

Union’s victory during the strike of 1889 and the decline that followed its 

defeat in 1892. As he put it in 1919, “Official pessimism, bred of thirty years 

of trade-union failure in the steel industry, hung like a mill-stone about the 

neck of the movement in all its stages.3 

But what sustained the pessimism observed by Foster? Along with the 

sheer magnitude of the task of organizing such a large enterprise, company 

surveillance and punishment also took its toll on workers’ ability to organize 

the Homestead works. The actual extent of the Corporation’s surveillance of 

— and reprisals against — its union-minded employees is still not known for 

certain, as the files remain closed. However, even a very skeptical observer 
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of the effectiveness of the Corporation’s efforts to control its workforce 

admits that, in the period 1896-1910 alone, US Steel fired hundreds of 

workers in its six mills as a result of intelligence gathered from its inform-

ers.4 

Corporate espionage had a discernible subversive effect on the 

conditions for solidarity within the working-class community of Homestead, 

as visitors reported a palpable sense of intimidation and fear in the decades 

following the 1892 strike. Charles Spahr, who spent several weeks in 

Homestead in 1900, found that, “Some of them men were afraid to talk; even 

the Catholic priest — to whose class I am accustomed to go for fair state-

ments of the relations of men to their employers — was unwilling to make 

any statement.”5 In the Pittsburgh Survey, sociologists John Fitch and 

Margaret Byington made similar observations. “I doubt whether you could 

find a more suspicious body of men than the employees of the United States 

Steel Corporation. They are suspicious of one another, of their neighbors, 

and of their friends,” stated Fitch in 1910.6 Byington likewise reported that 

“One phrase current in town is: ‘If you want to talk in Homestead, you talk to 

yourself.”7  

Thus, public demonstrations of memories of the events of 1892 were rare 

in Homestead in the decades following the Strike.  Memory of the extra-

economic force deployed in the “special case” of 1892, when coupled with 

the ongoing extra-economic force made possible by the employer’s victory in 

1892, tended to relegate memories of the Strike to a private, rather than 

public, realm. That is, sustained corporate repression reinforced depressing 

memories of the workers’ defeat in 1892 and isolated those memories from 

the public realm, where they might be transformed into an impetus for 

hopeful collective action. 

 

Opening the Floodgates 

 

The repressive atmosphere in Homestead, which was maintained by local 

government as well as by The Corporation, prevailed until the 1930s.  

Homestead’s chief executive from 1922-1938, Republican burgess John 

Cavanaugh, epitomized the collaboration between the party machine and US 

Steel. Eventually indicted for corruption, Cavanaugh, a coroner and police 

officer, was by the summer of 1933 preoccupied with the Steel and Metal 

Workers International Union (SMWIU). He accurately described the 

SMWIU as 

 

a widespread communistic movement that has been gaining mo-

mentum for months past. I have known every move they have been 
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making lately, and I have been able to break up the organization in 

Homestead, but other districts are not so fortunate.8 

 

In line with this policy, when Secretary of Labor Francis Perkins visited 

Homestead in July of 1933, Cavanaugh prevented her from meeting in Frick 

Park with those he called “undesirable reds.” Refusing to yield to the man 

she would soon dub “the nervous burgess,” Perkins, representing the New 

Deal Democratic administration of Franklin Roosevelt, met with 20 or 30 

men at the Post Office. “I was an officer of the federal government and I 

must have some rights there” she later recalled.9 During the non-union era, 

free speech in Homestead could apparently be exercised only on Federal 

property, and only by Federal officials. 

Although Perkins had successfully challenged the atmosphere of repres-

sion in Homestead, the floodgates of collective public memory did not open 

until the day between US Independence Day and the 44th anniversary of the 

Battle with the Pinkertons — Sunday, July 5, 1936. Declared “Steel 

Workers’ Independence Day” by the Steel Workers’ Organizing Committee 

(SWOC), this event — a project established by the CIO less than a month 

earlier — united a commemoration of the Homestead Strike with the public 

inauguration of SWOC’s campaign to organize steelworkers in Homestead.  

Drawn by an appeal to demonstrate that had been initially issued by Steve 

Bordich, a Homestead steelworker, as many as four thousand gathered at the 

17th Street playground. Under the watchful eye of the Homestead police and 

an assistant general superintendent of the Homestead works, the crowd 

listened with excitement to speeches by young maverick judge Michael 

Musmanno and Lieutenant Governor Kennedy, a New Deal Democrat.  “We 

are going to see that the workers are granted their rights under the Constitu-

tion,” Kennedy announced; “The captains of steel can’t get away with the 

stuff they got away with before.”10 

Next came music: as described by Edward Levinson, a miners’ band 

from Morgantown, Pennsylvania played “first a dirge for the Homestead 

martyrs, then strident marching airs.”11 Charles Sharbo, steelworker and 

president of an Amalgamated Association lodge, then concluded the meeting 

by reading the “Steel Workers’ Declaration of Independence.” This state-

ment, drafted by the Pittsburgh union organizer Tom Shane, stands in a 

tradition which identifies — or at least associates — the struggle for workers’ 

rights with patriotism.  

 

We steel workers do today solemnly publish and declare our inde-

pendence. We say to the world: “We are Americans.” We shall 

“Only in Exceptional Cases”  171 

 

exercise our inalienable right to organize into a great industrial 

union, banded together with all our fellow steel workers.12 

 

Though conservative to the extent that class issues are subsumed by 

questions of nationality (and also male-centered in its emphasis on wage-

workers rather than on working-class communities), this tradition of equating 

labor rights with “Americanism” nevertheless advances radical propositions. 

“Today we find the political liberty for which our forefathers fought is made 

meaningless by economic inequality. … The lords of steel try to rule over us 

as did the royalists against whom our forefathers rebelled,” announced 

Sharbo on behalf of the SWOC. Locally and in print, this tradition had in the 

past already been appealed to repeatedly with respect to the Homestead 

Strike.13 Now, SWOC proclaimed, “Together with our union brothers in 

other industries, we shall abolish industrial despotism. We shall make real 

the dreams of the pioneers who pictured America as a land where all might 

live in comfort and happiness.”14 

Much in the manner of the 1848 Seneca Falls Women’s Rights Conven-

tion’s “Declaration of Sentiments,” the “Steel Workers’ Declaration of 

Independence” makes its case for revolution by modeling itself on the form 

of the Second Continental Congress’ Declaration of 1776.15 Relying on the 

familiarity with and cultural standing of the Declaration of Independence in 

American collective memory, the steelworkers’ grievances against the lords 

of steel echo the colonists’ grievances against King George III: 

 

They have interfered in every way with our right to organize in inde-

pendent unions, discharging many who have joined them.  

 

They have set up company unions, forcing employees to vote in their 

so-called elections. 

 

They have sent among us swarms of stool pigeons … even in our 

homes.  

 

They have kept among us armies of company gunmen, with stores of 

machine guns, gas bombs, and other weapons of warfare.16 

 

As with the colonists’ Declaration of Independence, which repeatedly 

implicates the King via its use of the pronoun “He,” the Steelworkers’ 

Declaration of 1936 employs a repetition of the pronoun “they” to create a 

monotonous, oppressive effect, while clearly naming the source of injustice, 

the “lords of steel.” The conclusion of the steelworkers’ resolution is like-
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wise parallel in form and content to that of the “founding fathers’” 

revolutionary Declaration of 1776: ”In support of this declaration we 

mutually pledge to each other our steadfast purpose as union men, our honor, 

and our very lives.”17 By so boldly and clearly claiming the legacy of the 

revolutionary founders of the nation, SWOC calls not just for patriotism or 

Americanism, but also for a new American Revolution. 

The grievances articulated in the Steelworkers’ Declaration of 

Independence were, if anything, understated. On October 5, 1933, near the 

company town of Aliquippa, Pennsylvania (just upriver from Pittsburgh on 

the Ohio), a private army in the service of Jones and Laughlin Steel had shot 

21 men, killing one. This was not an isolated incident: within a year of Steel 

Workers Independence Day, during a 1937 Memorial Day demonstration in 

Chicago, ten Republic Steel strikers were fatally shot in the back, and many 

more wounded. But if the Steelworkers’ 1936 Declaration proved prophetic, 

its references to violence and sacrifice grappled at the same time with 

memories of 1892. 

This memory of 1892 became explicit at the conclusion of SWOC rally. 

After the Steelworkers’ Declaration had been promulgated, the crowd 

marched up the hill to the Franklin Cemetery in Munhall. Steelworker 

Emmet Patrick Cush, a Communist and president of the SMWIU, led the 

way. Cush remembered where six of the seven strikers who had been shot 

dead nearly 44 years earlier were interred — five in unmarked graves. As he 

led the crowd to each grave, Cush, whose father, Dennis, had served on the 

Amalgamated’s Advisory Committee during the Strike of 1892, recalled 

particulars about the lives of the martyrs: “Silas Wain was a member of the 

strike committee. He had a wife and two young children. They went away 

after he was killed and nobody ever heard of them again.”18 After locating the 

burial sites, the crowd solemnly memorialized each of them by laying 

flowers at the burial places; the five unmarked graves were given headstones. 

SWOC organizer Patrick Fagan, president of District 5 of the UMWA and 

son of an 1892 strike leader, delivered the eulogies for Peter Fares, John 

Morris, Joseph Sotak, Henry Striegel, Silas Wain, and William Foy.19 

“William Foy,” said Fagan, “we have come to renew the struggle for 

which you gave your life.”20 “Let the blood of those labor pioneers who were 

massacred here be the seed of this new organization in 1937,” he concluded, 

“And may the souls of the martyrs rest in peace.”21 Here the slain strikers are 

represented as something other than, or more than, noble victims: they are 

martyrs, powerful, sanctified figures capable of likewise blessing and 

empowering the activities of those who act in their name.   

The Depression period was by no means the first time that the 1892 

strike had been commemorated in public, or had been voiced in connection 

“Only in Exceptional Cases”  173 

 

with contemporary labor activism. Mother Jones and William Foster, for 

instance, had appealed to memories of 1892 in their comments on the 1919 

Steel Strike.22 During the 1930s, however, there is something different about 

the ways in which collective memory of the Homestead Strike, to borrow 

Walter Benjamin’s striking phrase, “flashes up in moment of danger.”23 

Three features distinguish the memories of 1892, which found public 

expression during the early years of the CIO, from earlier public articulations 

of the meaning of the Homestead Strike. 

First, the 1936 demonstration was part of a mass movement rooted in 

part in memories of 1892. The extent and significance of steelworker self-

activity in the 1930s and early 1940s must not be underestimated.  The CIO 

was certainly a top-down organization, and Homestead workers were initially 

mistrustful of Lewis’ leadership after the enthusiastic July 1936 demonstra-

tion, even more so than in other steel towns; their guarded, wary attitude can 

be attributed in part to bitter memories of 1892.24 But steelworkers, in 

Homestead and elsewhere, by no means stood by passively awaiting their 

saviors. Grassroots steelworker union organizing preceded the CIO drives; 

indeed, it was the success of local steelworker organizing that catalyzed the 

initiatives headed by Lewis.  Despite inept and lethargic leadership, the 

Amalgamated underwent a resurgence, the first of its new lodges being 

founded in Homestead on June 16, 1933.25 The thousand or so steelworkers 

and their allies who constituted the new organization chose an auspicious 

name for it: The Spirit of ’92 Lodge.26 

The name of the new lodge was of course chosen to memorialize the 

Amalgamated’s moment of greatest militancy. Moreover, the founders of the 

new lodge chose to identify with their union’s great defeat. They might have 

chosen to remind themselves that in the past they had won victories as well 

as endured losses; they might have named themselves after the militant and 

successful strike of 1889, for example, in order to rally optimism for their 

cause. Instead, they chose to identify with the mission of their ancestors 

rather than with their legacy, to cast themselves as redeemers of the sacri-

fices made by martyrs in the past rather than as the successors of yesterday’s 

heroes. Like the participants in the July 5, 1936 SWOC demonstration in 

Homestead, the founders of the Spirit of ’92 Lodge of the Amalgamated 

chose in 1933 to emphasize the bitter unfinished business left by past 

struggles rather than to recollect past glory. 

A second feature which distinguishes the 1936 SWOC rally from previ-

ous public representations of the Homestead Strike is this: the 1936 rally and 

memorial took place amid a widespread explosion of artistic representation 

of the events of 1892. In 1933, the famous Mexican muralist Diego Rivera 

had painted a fresco entitled Portrait of America for the New Workers 



174  Joel Woller 

 

School in New York. One panel, Labor Fights During the ‘90s, featured 

imagery of the Homestead and Pullman Strikes.27 Also during the period of 

the rise of the CIO, versions of John Kelly’s song “A Fight for Home and 

Honor” (also known as “The Homestead Strike”) were republished in three 

separate anthologies, Lost Chords (1942), Coal Dust on the Fiddle (1943), 

and Pennsylvania Songs and Legends (1947). The first verse spells out the 

issues so urgently remembered in the 1930s: 

 

We are asking one another as we pass the time of day, 

Why men must have recourse to arms to get their proper pay; 

And why the labor unions now must not be recognized,  

While the actions of a syndicate must not be criticized. 

The trouble down at Homestead was brought about this way, 

When a grasping corporation had the audacity to say; 

You must all renounce your unions and forswear your liberty,  

And we’ll promise you a chance to live and die in slavery. 

 

Later performed and recorded by Pete Seeger, the song had originally been 

copyrighted on July 16, 1892 by a Chicago steelworker turned minstrel who 

billed himself as “The Rolling Mill Man.”28 

The most compelling and influential artistic recollection of the Home-

stead Strike during the era is Thomas Bell’s epic Out of this Furnace, 

published in 1941. Based on the experiences of his own family, the Belaceks, 

this novel portrays the lives of three generations of Slovak immigrants and 

Slovak-Americans in the “steel valley” of the Monongahela River. Mainly 

set in Braddock, Bell’s home town, Out of this Furnace also contains scenes 

set in Homestead — including a detailed account of the 1892 strike. Indeed, 

the Homestead Strike figures prominently in the narrative logic of the novel, 

which identifies the emergence of the CIO, the Americanization of the 

immigrant community, and the regeneration of America via a new revolu-

tion. Bell exaggerates the distance immigrants kept from the issues of 1892: 

his protagonist in the first section of the novel, the Slavic immigrant Kracha, 

sleeps through the battle of July 6, though in reality Slavic Homestead was 

solidly behind the union during the first months of the strike. Two 

generations later, his grandson Dobie becomes a union official in the 

Steelworkers’, representing the extent to which Kracha’s descendents have 

been accepted into both union culture and American culture — and at the 

same time, the extent to which they are actively transforming what unions 

and America mean. By misleadingly casting Kracha as uninvolved in the 

union and his grandson Dobie as the complete opposite, Bell underscores the 

very real changes which have taken place in Homestead between 1892 and 
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1941.29 

In the work of Rivera, Kelly, and Bell, fleeting, furtive memories of 

Homestead Strike were finally, during this 1933-43 period, becoming part of 

public culture; in art, literature, and published music, the memories of 1892 

were at last being materialized, becoming tangible and communicable. The 

kind of remembrance of 1892 that was “flashing up” on the streets of 

Homestead on July 5, 1936 was happening in the arts as well. 

The third distinctive aspect of the 1936 demonstration was that the 

working class community of Homestead chose the period of the rise of the 

CIO to more or less permanently alter its own built environment. The 

publishers of Arthur Burgoyne’s 1893 account of the strike, Rawsthorne 

Engraving and Publishing, dedicated 5% of the book’s profits toward a 

monument to the Homestead martyrs. The first edition, Homestead, even 

contains an illustration of the proposed monument — but the intended site of 

the memorial is not named, and the monument never erected.30 After the 

initial set of funerals, which happened before the outcome of the strike of 

1892 had been decided, Homestead made no further moves to change the 

landscape of the city in such a way as to honor the lives lost to the Pinker-

tons.  In this context, the marking of the graves in 1936 was significant: the 

names of all seven martyrs were now finally etched in stone and on public 

display, albeit in a location available only to those who would seek it out. 

 

The Crest of the Wave 

 

This wave of Homestead Strike commemoration crested in 1941. By this 

point SWOC was already bargaining with the steel companies; United 

Steelworkers of America (USWA, now the USW) would be recognized the 

following year. On Labor Day, 1941 SWOC #1397, ancestor of USWA 

Local #1397, unveiled its monument to the Homestead martyrs.  The four-ton 

grey granite shaft, about nine feet high, can still be viewed today in 

Homestead at the town’s crossroads, the corner of 8th Avenue and the High 

Level Bridge (now the “Homestead Grays Bridge”). The ceremony featured a 

parade; music by high school marching bands; remarks by B. Frank Bell, a 

survivor of the strike; prayers led by a Roman Catholic priest and a Lutheran 

minister; a dedication by CIO Regional Director James Thomas; and a 

speech by CIO President Phil Murray read by David McDonald, secretary-

treasurer of SWOC. In attendance were delegates from the mine workers and 

electrical workers unions and the burgesses of Homestead, West Homestead, 

and Munhall.31 Now the Strike had been commemorated, permanently — not 

in a remote graveyard, but in the heart of the town. 

The generic form of the monument, echoing the design of war memori-
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als, implicitly equates the Battle of Homestead with events such as those of 

the Civil War, lending a conservative sense of dignity, respectability, 

propriety, and cultural authority to the memorial and the issues it addresses. 

Yet, simultaneously, the impression that this monument is a kind of war 

memorial subtly conveys a radical “class warfare” sensibility, making it clear 

that the term is not always a “mere” metaphor. The image etched into the 

granite is one of masculinity, pride in work, optimism: a sun rises over a 

muscular steel puddler, “powerful and fully involved in his labor.”32 The 

verbal inscription asserts the patriotism of the 1892 strikers, and, by means of 

the passive voice, avoids clearly identifying the strikers’ antagonists.  In this 

way, the verbal text supplements the form and the image:  

 

ERECTED BY THE MEMBERS OF THE STEEL WORKERS 

ORGANIZING COMMITTEE LOCAL UNIONS IN MEMORY OF 

THE IRON AND STEEL WORKERS WHO WERE KILLED IN 

HOMESTEAD, PA., ON JULY 6, 1892, WHILE STRIKING 

AGAINST THE CARNEGIE STEEL COMPANY IN DEFENSE 

OF THEIR AMERICAN RIGHTS. 
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Like the inscription on the memorial, the naming of the Spirit of ’92 Lodge 

in 1933, and the SWOC rally of 1936, Murray’s message suggests that the 

steelworker unionists of the 1930s and 1940s are the redeemers or avengers 

of the martyrs of 1892. It recognizes the present as much as it does the past. 

Referring to SWOC, Murray wrote: 

 

The building of this powerful organization in the steel industry, the 

building of the great Congress of Industrial Organizations, in which 

most of you at this celebration have had a part — this work will erase 

the tragedy of 1892: and from now on Homestead will symbolize — 

not the home of non-unionism, but the citadel of true unionism.33 

 

Murray’s proclamation by no means denies the unfinished business of 1892, 

but his emphasis on erasing — rather than, or in addition to, avenging — the 

tragedy of 1892 differs from that of Fagan and the other embittered founders 

of the Spirit of ’92 lodge. By now the tone of the union message is far more 

triumphal than it had been half a decade earlier, and in announcing the 

completion of the mission set forth by the martyrs of 1892, Murray is also 

clearly attempting to move on, to lay to rest the issues of 1892. Having 

served its purpose, memory is already, and understandably so, becoming 

forgetfulness — at least for a while. 

Despite Murray’s call for erasure of the tragedy of 1892, the 1941 

SWOC monument to the martyrs of 1892 has remained a touchstone for 

members of the union and their allies, especially in moments of crisis, such 

as the deindustrialization era of the late 1970s and early 1980s. During this 

period of the shutdowns, a new generation of steelworkers, often with 

experience in the New Left, coalesced with older steelworkers who had long 

been dissatisfied with the union leadership.34 “1397 Rank and File,” as the 

movement to democratize the union was called in Homestead, published a 

newsletter which it billed as “The Voice of the Membership of USWA Local 

Union 1397” (my emphasis). The newsletter repeatedly featured images of 

the SWOC marker — and sometimes also verbal interpretations of its 

meaning.35 Furthermore, from 1979 through 1985, the Rank and File move-

ment held an annual May Day rally and press conference at the site of the 

memorial.36 

The SWOC memorial still has significance today, though how much and 

what kind remain arguable. The corner on which it is located no longer 

encourages pedestrian traffic. Nevertheless, from 2005 to 2007 the Pittsburgh 

branch of the IWW has organized an annual May Day rally at the SWOC 

memorial in Homestead. Likewise, in the spring of 2007, the USW and the 

Battle of Homestead Foundation began discussing proposals for rededicating 
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the memorial as a public forum, a site for free speech, free association, and 

labor-community solidarity.37  

 

Ancestral Sources of Liberating Memory 

 

At least two conclusions can be drawn from this story of how the founders of 

the United Steelworkers remembered the Homestead Strike during the 1930s 

and 1940s. First, what the exceptional case of 1892 meant to steelworkers in 

the 1930s and 1940s highlights the power of the past, as mediated by cultural 

memory, to intervene in the present. It suggests that the inspiration provided 

by a steelworker community’s collective memory played a material role in 

the establishment of the USW. That matters, because — despite the compro-

mises involved in any actual counter-hegemonic social movement — the 

establishment of the USW was a revolutionary act. 

In Striking Steel, a superb book inspired by his ambivalence toward the 

centennial commemoration of the Homestead Strike,38 Jack Metzgar 

passionately and aptly sums up the meaning of the USW (and in particular its 

notoriously “rigid” work rules) to a steelworker family in Johnstown, 

Pennsylvania: 

 

All the discretion that the foreman and the company were losing was 

flowing right into our home. There were choices. There were pros-

pects. There were possibilities. Few of these had been there before. 

Now they were. And because they came slowly, year by year, 

contract by contract, strike by bitter strike, they gave a lilting, 

liberating feeling to life — a sense that no matter what was wrong 

today, it could be changed, it could get better — in fact, by the late 

1950s, that it was quite likely that it would get better. Hang in there. 

Stick with it. These moral injunctions to daily fortitude made so 

much more sense then when there were so many visible payoffs for 

doing so. And as my father would find out, my mother, my sister, 

and I — like nearly everybody else in American society — were 

learning to tolerate less and less repression from anybody or any-

thing, including him. If what we lived through in the 1950s was not 

liberation, then liberation never happens in real human lives.39 

 

Metzgar’s point is that the emergence and consolidation of the CIO, though 

not “the” revolution envisioned by labor radicals, was nevertheless a genuine 

moment of liberation. If that was not liberation, he contends, then there is no 

such thing. While capturing the essence of the CIO revolution (and revealing 

an intriguing continuity between the New Left and the culture of the 1950s), 
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Metzgar at the same time concedes that the definition of “liberation,” and its 

relationship to collective memory, is a contested one.40 Metzgar’s 

acknowledgment introduces the second conclusion to be drawn from this 

story of how the founders of the USW remembered the Homestead Strike: 

this story suggests that we might need to revise, or perhaps simply expand, 

our intuitive definition of a liberating (or revolutionary, or counter-

hegemonic) memory. 

Metzgar’s well-researched yet very personal book provides a particularly 

clear and attractive articulation of the common intuitions which are 

challenged by the story of what the Homestead strike meant to the founders 

of the USW. A welcome counterweight to narratives of industrial decline and 

union corruption, Metzgar issues a call to remember and affirm the historical 

reality of liberated ancestors. Like Murray, Metzgar does not want to dwell 

on the tragedy of 1892. Instead, he suggests that we should focus on success 

stories, not simply for the academic pursuit of disembodied, idealized 

“truth,” but for strategic reasons. 

 

Success stories, as all Americans know in their heart of hearts, are 

heartening. They help you believe in struggling on, in delaying 

gratification in hopes of achieving a future, sometimes hard-to-

imagine goal. Remembering the achievements of collective struggle, 

and all the work that goes into achieving the always fragile unity 

necessary for such struggle, is particularly important — for 

everybody, in my view, but particularly for working classes.41 

 

Nothing succeeds like success. This is American common sense, is it not? 

Yet, curiously, and contrary to what Metzgar’s theory would suggest, the 

steelworkers union he so vividly remembers in Striking Steel was not 

founded on such a memory of successful, liberated ancestors. Nor did the 

founders of the USW particularly emphasize the possibility of liberated 

grandchildren. Instead, their memory of the Homestead Strike focused, 

counter-intuitively, on enslaved ancestors — and they cast themselves as the 

liberated grandchildren. Their vision of history seems to be much closer to 

the perspective of Walter Benjamin, who in 1940 challenged Social 

Democratic opponents of fascism to see the “state of emergency” — rather 

than “progress” — as the historical norm.42 In particular, with respect to 

Metzgar’s theme of the ancestral sources of liberating memory, Benjamin 

contends that 

 

Not man or men but the struggling, oppressed class itself is the de-

pository of historical knowledge. In Marx it appears as the last 
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enslaved class, as the avenger that completes the task of liberation in 

the name of generations of the downtrodden. This conviction, which 

had a brief resurgence in the Spartacist group [led by Karl 

Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg], has always been objectionable to 

Social Democrats. Within three decades they managed virtually to 

erase the name of Blanqui, though it had been the rallying sound that 

had reverberated through the preceding century. Social Democracy 

thought fit to assign to the working class the role of redeemer of 

future generations, in this way cutting the sinews of its greatest 

strength. This training made the working class forget both its hatred 

and its spirit of sacrifice, for both are nourished by the image of en-

slaved ancestors rather than that of liberated grandchildren.43 

 

“Empathy with the victor,” according to Benjamin, “invariably benefits the 

rulers.”44 

To be sure, the vision of history relevant to the conditions of 1930s and 

1940s is not necessarily pertinent today. Furthermore, we should question 

whether an emphasis on plural success stories entails empathy with “the” 

victor.45 Nevertheless, it is Benjamin, not Metzgar, who better articulates the 

philosophy of history embodied by the memorial practices of SWOC. It is 

Benjamin who captures the way in which a memory of ancestors bubbles up 

from the dark well of the seemingly forgotten to inspire the overthrow of a 

hegemonic regime. Likewise, it is Benjamin who more clearly indicates how 

an “exceptional case” such as the Homestead Strike can produce not only 

successful though despicable winners and hapless though noble victims, but 

also martyrs. 

 The story of how SWOC remembered the Homestead Strike during the 

1930s and 1940s is important not only for the way in which it highlights the 

material force of collective memory, but also for the ways in which it 

challenges our intuitive, common-sense ideas about how collective public 

memory operates. It invites us to reconsider not only what to remember, but 

also how to remember. It’s a story that encourages us to think about the past, 

and our contemporary memorial practices regarding the past, in fresh ways. 

It’s a story that invites us to reflect on Marx’s passing, enigmatic remark in 

the Grundrisse: “the concept of progress is not to be understood in its 

familiar abstraction.”46 
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