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By forging their own distinct culture and by organizing large numbers of workers 
across divisions of skill, sex, and race, the Knights differed from many of the 
conservative labour organizations of the 1800s.

The Knights encouraged people 
to dream of “what might be” 
and to take action rather than 
give in to the poor conditions 
and lack of control others said 
were natural and unchangeable.

While the Knights of Labor did not succeed in bringing about 
an alternative society…

…the energy and lessons from their creative efforts live on today. 



During the 19th century, Canada underwent 
a series of social transformations that 
supported the emergence of a capitalist 
society.

In the late 1800s, many Indigenous 
Peoples were pressured into signing 
treaties and forced to live on 
reserves to make way for a trans-
continental railway.

The railway brought farmers to the west who produced raw 
materials for factories in south-western Ontario, particularly 
Hamilton and Toronto.

Working conditions in the factories were poor and workers had little 
protection.

* numbered treaties



The Knights spread rapidly, arriving in Canada in 
the mid-1870s. Strongest in Ontario, Quebec, and 
British Columbia, the KOL also enjoyed success 
in Nova Scotia and Manitoba and established 
locals in New Brunswick and present-day Alberta.

In 1869, a group of 
garment workers 
in Philadelphia 
established the 
Knights of Labor 
to provide workers 
with an organized 
way of fighting 
back.

Front row: James Wright, KOL founder Uriah S. 
Stephens in the picture,  Robert W Keen.

Back row: William Cook, RC Macauley, 
James Hilser. Joseph Kennedy. 



Many Canadians were attracted to the 
KOL because it forged a working-class 
culture of collectivity, mutuality, and 
solidarity, and aimed to “spread the 
light” to improve the lives of all workers 
and their families.

Strong relationships formed between 
KOL members, both on and off the job. 
The Knights adapted the rituals of 
fraternal societies, such as ritualistic 
handshakes, satirical songs, and even 
secret codes to further reinforce their 
bonds of unity.

The Knights played an active role in 
the community, organizing picnics 
and games.

The KOL also created schools 
to educate workers.

“I became a member of the 
Knights of Labor…when I 
was quite a young chap. 
I thought its programme 
would revolutionize the 
world…it was a crusade for 
purity in life generally.” 
Jeweller- watchmaker 
and KOL organizer in 
Hamilton Ontario:



The Knights’ belief in organizing 
across skill, sex, and race increased 
their appeal for many workers.This 
philosophy differed from that held 
by the established craft unions of 
the day.

Kate McVicar, a female shoe worker, 
rose to prominence as a leader of 
local assembly 3179 in Hamilton which 
organized many female textile work-
ers and shoe operatives.

At least eight other women’s local 
assemblies of the Knights were estab-
lished in Ontario in the 1880s.

Some members of the Knights even sup-
ported the 1885 Métis resistance. 

Many black workers joined the 
Knights in Canada and the US.

Frank J. Ferrell



While the Knights were progressive on 
many issues, their anti-Asian stance, 
particularly on the west coast, shows 
how deeply entrenched racist ideas were 
in the 1880s. 

Whites saw Asian workers as a threat to 
job security. Many Asian workers felt com-
pelled by their dire economic circumstanc-
es to accept lower wages and sometimes 
replace striking workers as “scabs.”

In British Columbia, the KOL excluded 
these Asian workers rather than includ-
ing and working with them in their 
attempts to improve the lives of 
workers. Employers exploited this racial 
conflict to further divide workers and 
increase their profits.

Today many unions recognize the need 
to work together to overcome racist 
ideas, practices, and structures.

Racism continues to be a powerful force 
shaping all aspects of society.



Despite the breakdown of solidarity in some 
locations, the KOL continued to work to 
build a better world in the 1880s and 1890s. 

Participation in the political process was an 
important part of the Knights’ success.

KOL candidates won elections at the 
municipal and provincial levels and 
exerted pressure on the major na-
tional political parties of the day.

In reflecting upon the state of his Conser-
vative party in 1886, Prime Minister Sir John 
A. Macdonald included the KOL alongside 
Riel and Home Rule in a list of “rocks ahead” 
which he believed threatened the Tory “ship.”

Nevertheless, the Knights never re-
garded the political arena as their 
major battlefield. Rather, they saw 
politics as one campaign in a war 
on many fronts.



In the beginning the Knights used the withdrawal of labour power as an 
effective tactic.

These 
strikes 

were part of 
the widespread 

labour unrest that 
occurred that year 

across Canada and the US 
known as “The Great Upheaval.” 

In Ontario, in 1886, the 
Knights played key roles in 
strikes in Chatham, Merriton, 
and Gravenhurst. 

Although some strikes resulted in victory, others ended in bitter defeat. After 
losing a number of prominent strikes, the KOL began to view strikes as a last 
resort in industrial conflict.

Along with other internal and external challenges, the hesitancy to 
strike limited the overall effectiveness of the KOL and contributed to 
the organization’s decline in the 1890s. 

Although the KOL continued to exist until 1949, it 
quickly became a shadow of its former self.



By the early 20th century, many workers had turned 
to new models of labour organizing; however, they 
continued to draw on the history and lessons of the 
Knights of Labor.

Though not without its faults, the Knights of Labor can still be drawn upon 
for inspiration. 

Today, as we work to develop new cultures and movements of opposition, the 
Knights’ call to “dream of what might be” reminds us that an alternative society is 
always possible.
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