The Winnipeg General Strike

The Winnipeg General Strike, 15 May-25 June 1919, was Canada's best-known general strike. Massive unemployment and inflation
, the success of the Russian Revolution (1917), a wave of strikes across Canada and rising revolutionary unionism all contributed to postwar labour unrest. In March of 1919, western labour leaders met in Calgary to discuss the creation of One Big Union
. In Winnipeg on May 15, when negotiations broke down between management and labour in the building and metal trades, the Winnipeg Trades and Labor Council called a general strike. 

At stake were the principle of collective bargaining, better wages and the improvement of often dreadful working conditions. Within hours almost 30 000 workers had left their jobs. The almost unanimous response by working men and women closed the city's factories, crippled its retail trade and stopped the trains. Public-sector employees such as policemen, firemen, postal workers, telephone operators and employees of waterworks and other utilities joined the workers of private industry in an impressive display of working-class solidarity
. The strike was co-ordinated by the Central Strike Committee, composed of delegates elected from each of the unions affiliated with the WTLC. The committee bargained with employers on behalf of the workers and co-ordinated the provision of essential services. 

Opposition to the strike was organized by the Citizens' Committee of 1000, created shortly after the strike began by Winnipeg's most influential manufacturers, bankers and politicians. Rather than giving the strikers' demands any serious consideration, the Citizens' Committee, with the support of Winnipeg's leading newspapers, declared the strike a revolutionary conspiracy led by a small group of "alien scum." The available evidence failed to support its charges that the strike was initiated by European workers and Bolsheviks
, but the Citizens' Committee used these unsubstantiated charges to block any conciliation
 efforts by the workers. 

Afraid that the strike would spark confrontations in other cities, the federal government decided to intervene; soon after the strike began, Senator Gideon Robertson, minister of labour, and Arthur Meighen, minister of the interior and acting minister of justice, went to Winnipeg to meet with the Citizens' Committee. They refused requests from the Central Strike Committee for a similar hearing. On their advice, the federal government swiftly supported the employers, and federal employees were ordered to return to work immediately or face dismissal. The Immigration Act was amended so that British-born immigrants could be deported, and the Criminal Code's definition of sedition
 was broadened. 

On June 17 the government arrested 10 leaders of the Central Strike Committee and two propagandists
 from the newly formed One Big Union. Four days later, a charge by Royal North-West Mounted Police into a crowd of strikers resulted in 30 casualties, including one death. "Bloody Saturday" ended with federal troops occupying the city's streets. Six of the labour leaders were released, but Fred Dixon and J.S. Woodsworth were arrested. Faced with the combined forces of the government and the employers, the strikers decided to return to work on June 25. 

The General Strike left a legacy of bitterness and controversy. In a wave of increased unionism and militancy across Canada, sympathetic strikes erupted in centres from Amherst, NS, to Victoria, BC. Seven of the arrested leaders were unfairly convicted of a conspiracy to overthrow the government and sentenced to jail terms from 6 months to 2 years; the charges against J.S. Woodsworth were dropped. Almost 3 decades passed before Canadian workers secured union recognition and collective bargaining. 
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Questions
1. What were the contributing factors to the Winnipeg General Strike? As in, explain to me what cased it; don’t just copy the first couple of sentences of the article.

2. Who exactly was on strike, how quickly did they move to strike and what does this say about how bad working conditions must have been?

3. What do you think is meant by “essential services”? What purpose would be served by not providing them? Why would the strikers decide to continue providing them?

4. Who opposed the strike and how did they respond?

5. What did the accusation of being “Bolsheviks” really mean?

6. Who did the federal government support? What kind of penalties could striking workers face if they didn’t return to work?

7. How did the strike end?
8. Who was right; the employers, or the strikers? Keep in mind that we live in a capitalist society, and that means the private owner of a company can run his or her business any way he or she wants. Support your opinion with reason, logic and evidence from the article.
� Inflation: a general and progressive increase in prices


� Union: an organization of employees formed to bargain with the employer


� Solidarity: a sameness of interests, goals, purposes or sympathies among members of a group


�Bolsheviks: the left-wing majority group that followed Lenin and eventually became the Russian Communist Party


� Conciliation: the state of goodwill and cooperation


� Sedition: an illegal action inciting resistance to lawful authority and tending to cause the disruption or overthrow of the government


� Propagandist: a person who disseminates messages calculated to assist some cause or some government





