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THE STRIKE’S IMPACT ON THE LABOUR MOVEMENT

YESTERDAY’S STRUGGLES,
TODAY’S STRUGGLES
100 years on, the Winnipeg General Strike continues to
inspire union activists and working people, academics and
politicians, and community members who want to know
where we’ve come from and how our city was shaped by the
struggle between workers and the business elite. But why?
Why does a Strike that ended in a loss continue to inspire our
movement?
We think the answer, at least in part, lies in the enduring
support for the things that people were fighting for in
Winnipeg in 1919 - and the overwhelming show of support
that the working class showed in fighting for their values and
for their goals of a better world for working people.
The General Strike initially began as a show of solidarity for
the building and metal workers who had gone on strike at
the beginning of May after failed attempts to negotitate with
their employers over a living wage, better working conditions,
and the recognition of the Building and Metal Trade Councils
respectively as their voices in the workplace. But over the
course of the six-weeks long General Strike, the idea that
workers, all workers, deserved better caught fire.
In many ways, the General Strike represented an uprising
against the established social and economic order, against
the idea that it was natural and ok that so many workers were
unable to make ends meet and toiled under unsafe conditions
while the owners of industry and their political allies lived
lives of comfort and plenty.

Paul Moist
The six week Winnipeg General Strike from mid-May to June 26th,
1919 remains a watershed event in Canadian labour history.

still hard at work.
Today, we see governments and corporate interests
undermining collective bargaining, paying poverty wages,
and rolling back workplace health and safety protections. The
fight for fairness and dignity in the workplace, especially for
women and racialized workers, continues.
Today, struggles like the Fight for a $15 minimum wage,
continued organizing efforts in service industries, the
campaign for a universal Pharmacare program, and the
#metoo movement are all necessary and inspiring.
As we celebrate this important anniversary for our labour
movement, let’s also remember that the fight is not over.
The legacy of the Winnipeg General Strike is one that tells us
that we may experience setbacks along the road to building
a better world, but if we stand together and keep pushing
working people can make positive change happen.
When we stand united, we can change governments, and we
can change the world.
So as we mark this important anniversary, let us recommit to
protecting the gains we have won and push to win the battles
before us now.
Kevin Rebeck and Sharon Reilly
Co-chairs of the 1919 Winnipeg General Strike Centennial
Committee

The Winnipeg General Strike centennial serves as a great
opportunity to reflect on all of the gains that our labour
movement has made for working people over the last 100
years.

This pent-up demand was not unique to Winnipeg. Union
membership tripled in Canada between 1915 and 1919. In
Winnipeg in 1917, more days were lost to strike action than in
the previous four years combined. It has been estimated that
throughout North America one in five workers walked a picket line
during this period.
Western Canadian alienation was clearly at play in the General
Strike. The March 1919 Calgary convention reflected the mounting
grievances that Western trade union leaders had with Eastern
Canadian labour leaders and their adherence to craft unionism and
their rejection of political activism that many in the West embraced.
The decision in Calgary to pursue industrial unionism - the
organizing of all workers, both skilled and unskilled - led to the
unanimous decision to push for the creation of the One Big Union
(OBU). This represented a clear break by the region from the control
of US-based international unions, and the conservative labour
central, the Canadian Congress of Labour.

As noted Canadian historian D. C. Masters said in his 1950 book on
the General Strike, in reality it was the OBU on trial as much as any
leader in the strike trials that followed the General Strike.

Kevin Rebeck

What then are the major lessons, or the legacy if you will, of the
General Strike?

Sharon Reilly

First and foremost, the General Strike was a large and difficult defeat
for the workers involved. Thousands lost their jobs, and others, such
as civic workers, if they were taken back, had to swear an oath to
the City which included a pledge to never engage in a sympathetic
strike.

We have won many victories over the last 100 years, but there
is much more work to do to ensure fairness and dignity for all
workers, and the forces that want to roll back our rights are

1919-2019 Newsletter // Issue 3

The events giving rise to the General Strike have been well
documented. These included rising labour unrest due to low wages,
a high cost of living and the denial of fundamental trade union
recognition rights.

The Winnipeg General Strike in fact interrupted the organizing work
going into the formation of the OBU. In many respects, the defeat
labour endured in Winnipeg was also the defeat of the OBU, which
was all but eliminated as an organizing option, a new bigger tent
for Canadian workers.

Yet, these are not just yesterday’s struggles.

Collective bargaining. The minimum wage. Maternity and
parental leave. Paid vacations. Old age security. The Canada
Pension Plan. Stronger health and safety protections. The list
goes on and on, and many of these gains are now considered
basic rights we have as Canadian workers.

If one assumes an average family size of three or four, the 35,000
workers who struck and their immediate families, represented over
one-half of the population of Winnipeg, then Canada’s third largest
city.
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The power of the business community, aided and abetted by
multiple levels of government, was on full display during and after
the General Strike. That royal commissions and the verdict of history
have rejected the spurious charge that labour in Winnipeg sought
to overthrow the state matters, but so does the fact that the outcome
of the strike was a display of power that reduced workers will to
strike on the scale that they had in 1919.
Workers in Winnipeg did not agree with the business community,
nor did they lose faith in their own leaders, many of whom they
elected to public office, including three elected from their jail cells
in 1920. But the point cannot be understated, the Committee of
One Thousand ensured that there was no negotiated settlement to
the General Strike.
They further ensured a swift end to the strike by arresting the strike
leaders, and by their planned act of force on Bloody Saturday, June
21st, 1919.
Two clear long-term achievements by the brave workers who
struck in 1919 were political action and the path to an industrial
organizing model for future organizing.
Labour endorsed candidates represented twenty five per cent of
the Manitoba legislature in 1920. At the civic and federal levels,
key strike leaders emerged and won elected office, on a regular and
recurring basis.
The success of labour at the ballot box would lead to the
enshrinement of labour rights that have enabled both organizing
and free collective bargaining. These rights are often attacked
and must always be defended, but they would never have been
established were it not for the efforts of those who struck in 1919.
While workers would endure a depression and another World War,
the great organizing achievements for labour in the period 1945
to 1975 were based on an industrial organizing model. This vision
of the General Strike leaders that all workers ought to enjoy the
benefits of trade union membership and the right to free collective
bargaining took hold in Canada.
As Fred Dixon argued in court in his own defense in 1920, labour
would not be denied its right to recognition, he correctly predicted
that labour would “come into its own.”
The best tribute that workers today can pay to those who
participated in the largest open-ended general strike in Canadian
history is to vow to continue the fight to end inequality by extending
labour rights to all who need and deserve them, here in Canada,
and throughout the world.

FROM THE STREETS TO THE BALLOT BOX: WORKING
CLASS POLITICS FOLLOWING THE GENERAL STRIKE

LABOUR’S INFLUENCE CONTINUES TO BE FELT IN
CANADIAN POLITICS

James Naylor

Lynne Fernandez

What did Winnipeg workers want in 1919, why were they willing to
shoulder the risks of the General Strike, and did they feel as if they
had any option?
The immediate cause of the strike was to force employers to
negotiate with the building and metal trades workers. But clearly
the causes ran deeper.
Thousands of other workers – both organized and unorganized
– quickly joined in, as did recently arrived Eastern European
immigrants in the North End, and thousands of soldiers returning
from the trenches of World War I. They were angry that the costs
of the war were passed on to working people and that their civil
liberties were being restrained. Workers felt they had few options.
They had lost faith in electoral politics because the old parties, and
Canada’s capitalists, had used the war to increase their wealth and
tighten their grip on government.

Farmer (1922-23) and John Queen (1936-36, 1938-42). Effective
change was difficult though, as City Council changed the ward
system immediately after the Strike to prevent labour dominance.
The number of wards was reduced from seven to three, and working
class voters concentrated in a single ward. Labour was shut out of
power despite its huge popular vote.
But labour did build effective political parties after 1919. Both the
Independent Labour Party (later the Co-operative Commonwealth
Federation) and the Communist Party had representation at City
Hall and in the Legislature.
Their political programs differed but Winnipeg labour shared a
common understanding through the Strike and afterwards: only an
active labour movement – on the job and at the polls – could ensure
that working peoples’ needs were placed before profits.

The electoral battle, however, was always part of labour’s strategy.
Winnipeg unions had long tried to build a Labour Party that could
directly represent workers’ interests.

Strike leader J.S. Woodworth, sentenced to a year in jail for
his role in the strike, would go on to found the Co-operative
Commonwealth Federation (CCF) in 1932.
The CCF amalgamated farmers, labour and progressive
members of the social gospel movement into a party that
advocated for pensions for all seniors, healthcare for everyone,
access to an unemployment insurance system for all workers,
and an allowance for children. By 1944 it managed to take
power in Saskatchewan, with Tommy Douglas at the helm.
At its peak the CCF elected 28 Members of Parliament. Such
electoral success allowed the party to continue pushing its
ideals of universal coverage of social programs and labour
protections.
By the 1950s support for the CCF declined and only 8 MPs
remained. In a move to reinvigorate the party, it tightened its
relationship with the labour movement. It held discussions
with the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) and in 1961, the
New Democratic Party (NDP) emerged. Tommy Douglas –
voted Canada’s greatest citizen, was its leader.

After 1914, labour did have a champion in the Manitoba legislature,
Fred Dixon. Elected an “independent progressive,” Dixon took up
labour’s cause, taking over the Strike Bulletin when authorities tried
to shut it down during the General Strike, leading to his arrest and
trial for seditious libel.

Having the organizing power of the labour movement
propelling the NDP allowed it to take power over the years in
BC, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario, Nova Scotia
and the Yukon. Despite never holding power nationally, it is
CCF/NDP policy – ardently pushed by NDP MPs - that arguably
has improved Canadians’ lives the most.

In the provincial election that followed the Strike, Winnipeggers
re-elected Dixon, who won with far more votes than any other
candidate in the city.
Dixon was not alone for long – the dam burst after the General
Strike. In June 1920, three other Strike leaders – William Ivens, John
Queen, and George Armstrong – joined Dixon in the legislature.

So much of what Canadians would agree defines our society,
such as Medicare, OAS, CPP, EI, today’s Canada Child Benefit
and protection for workers has its origins in CCF/NDP values –
values that had to be fought for on convention floors, voters’
doorsteps, in town halls and the House of Commons.

The three had all been arrested, convicted, and jailed in the
aftermath of the Strike: a fact that only seemed to increase their
popularity with working class voters. In the Federal election the
following year, J.S. Woodsworth (also arrested during the Strike) was
elected to the House of Commons. In 1925, he would be joined by
A.A. Heaps. The two Winnipeg MPs made up the entire Labour Party
in Parliament.

The vision of universality, first championed in the General
Strike, fine-tuned under the CCF and inherited by the NDP,
still underpins existing social programs, and provides the
impetus for ongoing political advocacy around pharma-care,
improvements to CPP and living-wage campaigns.

A key battle ground would be Winnipeg City Council where the two
sides in the General Strike continued to face each other. Winnipeg
workers flocked to the polls, electing two Labour mayors: S.J.

Such is the political legacy of the 1919 Winnipeg General
Strike, a legacy we must re-kindle to ensure that our cherished
CCF Campaign Poster, 1941 Manitoba Election
programs are expanded and restored to their original
Archives of Manitoba
universal mandate.

Reproduction of A.A. Heaps Campaign Poster, 1930s
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Although strikers did not achieve their immediate goal of
forcing a system of collective bargaining – which wasn’t
realized for another three decades, the 1919 strike acted as
a training ground that allowed key participants to influence
Canadian politics in a profound way.
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Clockwise from top left: Cover of Winnipeg General Strike
Walking & Driving Tour 100th Anniversary Edition by
Nolan Reilly & Sharon Reilly; Edith Hancox, courtesy of
granddaughter; Katherine Queen oil on canvas, portrait
by J.Shelsy; cover of Papergirl by Melinda McCracken;
film poster of The Notorious Mrs. Armstrong

OVERLOOKED HISTORIES OF THE STRIKE
Sharon Reilly
The traditional analyses of the Winnipeg General Strike have
often overlooked and ignored the contributions and histories of a
number of communities – namely, women, black, and Indigenous
people.
The part played by women in the Winnipeg General Strike has
sparked increasing attention in recent years. This broader approach
to our history has helped to encourage a more inclusive look at our
past and, perhaps, to our present.
This March, the role of women - in 1919 and in the labour
movement today - was the focus of a special gathering held at
Cinematheque in celebration of International Women’s Day and
the 100th anniversary of the strike. Hosted by Deb Jones from the
Manitoba Federation of Labour Women’s Committee, the session
attracted an enthusiastic audience and included presentations by a
diverse group of panelists.
The afternoon began with a screening of The Notorious Mrs.
Armstrong, the award winning documentary about strike leader
Helen Armstrong and the Women’s Labor League. Armstrong was
arrested more than anyone else during the General Strike, and was
one of the only women present at the founding convention of the
One Big Union. Director Paula Kelly was present to discuss the film
and her insights into Helen Armstrong.
Julie Guard, Professor of History and Labour Studies at the
University of Manitoba, spoke about the largely forgotten history
of women in the labour movement. Dr. Guard’s research works
to redress this imbalance. She described some of the discoveries
documented in in her recent publication, Radical Housewives:
Price Wars and Food Politics in Mid-Twentieth Century Canada.
Molly McCracken, Executive Director for the Canadian Centre
for Policy Alternatives, Manitoba, talked about Papergirl, a new
publication written by her mother, Melinda McCracken. The novel
explores the experiences and growing political awareness of a girl
and her mother in Winnipeg during the General Strike.
Like Harriet Zaidman’s new publication, City on Strike, a story about
a boy who joins the strike, Papergirl makes this history accessible to
a young audience.
Gina Smoke, Indigenous Outreach with Unifor, concluded the
afternoon’s presentations by sharing her personal experiences
growing up as an Indigenous person in Manitoba. She spoke about
her role as an Indigenous woman in the Labour movement today,
and emphasized the importance of building an inclusive labour
movement.

visible minorities also were raised at the Winnipeg General Strike
Centenary Lecture Series held at the Millennium Library from
March 20 – April 17.
When a young Indigenous woman in the audience enquired about
the part her community played in the strike at one lecture, speaker
Dennis Lewycky (Magnificent Fight: The 1919 Winnipeg General
Strike) described the exclusion of Indigenous peoples from both
the work force and from Winnipeg in the early 20th century, and
the resulting absence of records concerning their role in the strike.
At a later session, Gina McKay (Labour Director, United Way
Winnipeg) identified herself as both a Metis person and as a
member of the Queer community. She stressed that the modern
labour movement must be inclusive of, and welcoming to, workers
of all identities and backgrounds.
A presentation on the just published 1919 Winnipeg General
Strike Driving & Walking Tour 100th Anniversary Edition, by Nolan
and myself also emphasized the need for an inclusive approach to
our history and to today’s labour movement.
We noted the absence of any significant research on the role of
Indigenous peoples in the General Strike, and pointed to the
colonialist, capitalist ethos that forced Indigenous families to leave
their traditional lands in the region.

Rise Up

The new guidebook includes new entries on the role of Helen
Armstrong, Katherine Queen and Edith Hancox of the Women’s
Labor League. It also tells the story of Olga (Hrekul) TsurkalenkoHunka, a young Ukrainian woman who became radicalized by the
strike.
The book draws on new research to discuss the impact of the 1918
influenza epidemic and tells the story of Ethel Johns, the heroic
Director of Nursing at the Children’s Hospital of Winnipeg. Johns
was praised by her bosses for her excellent work during the flu
crisis, but was banished by them the following year for daring to
welcome striking workers who tried to help the hospital during the
strike.

Songs for the Next Century - Free Concert
Saturday, June 8, 2019 (2pm - 11pm)
The Cube, Old Market Square
Featuring Performances by:

Ani DiFranco
Bruce Cockburn
John K Samson
Leonard Sumner
Sweet Alibi
Two Crows for Comfort

The new guide also notes the little-known story of the all-black
Union of Sleeping Car Porters, a predecessor of the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters. The fledgling union voted 67 – 2 to support to
Winnipeg General Strike.
These are but a few of the inroads being made into understanding
the history of the Winnipeg General Strike in a broader and more
inclusive way.

Event Sponsor:

Issues of inclusivity related to women, Indigenous persons and
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