Knights of Labor versus American Federation of Labor


Efforts to organize workers in the United States began as early as the 1790s. These organize workers, or labor unions, work to achieve a short workday and week, better wages, and better conditions. Many labor unions do not succeed, but some are successful and achieve many goals they wanted.


The Noble and Holy Order of the Knights of Labor, known as just the Knights of Labor, was established in Philadelphia in 1869. At first, this union offered a more reasonable approach to problems, but it soon developed more radical views. Uriah Stephens founded the organization with six other people. He was the first leader from 1869 to 1879. KOL allowed skilled, unskilled, women, and African American workers to join.  This is unlike many of the other labor unions at the time. At first, KOL was going to be a secret union, because many workers involved in unions got fired. After it emerged as a national force around 1881, it dropped its secrecy. 


The Knights of Labor’s goals were

•An eight-hour work day 

•end child labor 

•Termination of the convict contract labor system 

•Establishment of cooperatives to replace the traditional wage system and help tame capitalism's excesses 

•Equal pay for equal work 

•Government ownership of telegraph facilities and the railroads 

•A public land policy designed to aid settlers and not speculators 

•A graduated income tax

Terence Powderly joined the KOL in 1874 and presided over the union from 1879 to 1893. He was president during the time when KOL gained lots of members and emerged as a national force. KOL was involved in numerous strikes and riots, especially the Haymarket Square Riot. The riot took place because workers wanted a shorter workday. When police went into the crowd to break it up, a pipe bomb was thrown into the police. The explosion killed 7 policemen, and wounded 60 others. Eight anarchists were put on trial, and 7 were convicted on conspiracy to commit murder. This event resulted in the membership of the KOL to plummet.


The other influential labor union was the American Federation of Labor. Samuel Gompers founded this union in 1881. Unlike KOL, this union only allowed skilled workers and white workers. AFL was considered a more conservative union and focused on basic improvements, which allowed them to be more successful. Gompers served as president of AFL from 1886 to 1924, except for one year.


AFL was involved in the Boston Police Strike in 1919. Police were working to short workdays. Many were working seven days a week and worked between 73 and 98 hours a week. This strike was unsuccessful for the police, in which they did not get their jobs back. On the other hand, new police did get better wages. AFL stayed a national labor force until after the Great Depression when unskilled workers came together. 

