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The history of labor movements in the United States is marked by various
organizations striving for workers' rights, better wages, and improved
working conditions. Among these, the Knights of Labor and the American
Federation of Labor (AFL) stand out as two of the most influential entities.
While both aimed to empower workers, the Knights of Labor faced significant
challenges compared to the AFL, largely due to internal structure, membership
approach, and strategic limitations. Understanding these difficulties
provides insight into the evolution of labor organization in America and
highlights the factors that shaped their respective successes and failures.

---

Overview of the Knights of Labor and the
American Federation of Labor

The Knights of Labor
- Founded in 1869 by Uriah Stephens and later led by Terence V. Powderly.
- A broad-based organization advocating for an inclusive approach to labor
rights.
- Emphasized social reforms, including equal pay, abolition of child labor,
and cooperative ownership.
- Open to all workers, regardless of skill level, gender, or race
(initially).

The American Federation of Labor (AFL)
- Founded in 1886 by Samuel Gompers and other craft unionists.
- Focused on skilled workers and pragmatic, bread-and-butter issues like
wages, hours, and working conditions.
- Emphasized collective bargaining and stronger union organization.
- More exclusive, often excluding unskilled workers and marginalized groups.

---



Key Factors Contributing to the Difficulties
Faced by the Knights of Labor

1. Organizational Structure and Leadership
- The Knights of Labor adopted a decentralized and loosely organized
structure.
- Decision-making was often democratic but led to inconsistent policies.
- Leadership was less centralized, making coordinated action difficult during
strikes and disputes.
- The lack of strong leadership meant the organization struggled to adapt
quickly or effectively respond to crises.

2. Inclusivity and Membership Composition
- Initially inclusive of all workers, including women, African Americans, and
unskilled laborers.
- This broad membership caused internal conflicts over priorities and
strategies.
- As the organization expanded rapidly, it faced challenges in maintaining
cohesion among diverse groups with differing interests.
- The organization's openness also made it susceptible to infiltration and
sabotage by hostile entities.

3. Strategic Limitations and Focus
- Emphasized broad social reforms alongside labor rights, which diluted
focus.
- The organization prioritized political activism and social change over
immediate labor issues.
- This broad focus made it less effective in bargaining for specific
workplace improvements.
- When economic downturns or strikes occurred, the Knights often lacked the
resources or unity to support militant action.

4. Public Perception and Violence
- The Knights were associated with the violent Haymarket Riot of 1886, which
tarnished their reputation.
- The incident led to public fear of radical labor movements.
- Law enforcement and government agencies often targeted the Knights, leading
to arrests and suppression.
- Negative publicity contributed to declining membership and influence.



5. Competition with Other Labor Organizations
- The rise of craft unions represented by the AFL drew members away from the
Knights.
- The AFL's focus on skilled labor and collective bargaining proved more
effective in securing tangible benefits.
- The Knights’ inclusive approach was less appealing to skilled workers
seeking immediate gains.
- The rivalry fragmented the labor movement, weakening overall bargaining
power.

---

Impact of These Difficulties on the Knights of
Labor’s Growth and Decline

Early Growth and Aspirations
- The Knights experienced rapid expansion in the 1880s, reaching hundreds of
thousands of members.
- Their inclusive philosophy garnered widespread support among various worker
groups.

Challenges and Setbacks
- The association with violence and the Haymarket Affair led to loss of
public support.
- Internal disagreements over tactics and strategy created divisions within
the organization.
- Government crackdowns, especially after the Haymarket incident, diminished
their influence.

Decline and Dissolution
- After the unsuccessful strike against the Great Northern Railway in 1894,
the Knights’ influence waned.
- The organization disbanded officially in the early 20th century, although
some affiliates persisted.
- The AFL emerged as the dominant labor federation, focusing on skilled
workers and pragmatic negotiations.

---



Comparative Analysis: Why the AFL Faced Fewer
Difficulties

1. Focused Membership and Strategy
- The AFL’s exclusive focus on skilled workers allowed for more targeted and
effective bargaining.
- Skilled workers had more leverage and could better organize strikes and
negotiations.
- The AFL prioritized immediate economic gains over broad social reforms,
aligning with members’ interests.

2. Centralized Leadership and Organization
- The AFL had a more centralized leadership structure under Samuel Gompers.
- This structure enabled quick decision-making and coordinated action.
- It also fostered unity and clear strategic objectives.

3. Effective Use of Collective Bargaining
- The AFL emphasized negotiations and strikes as primary tools.
- This pragmatic approach led to tangible improvements in wages and working
conditions.
- Their methods gained respect from employers and government entities.

4. Better Public Relations and Political Acumen
- The AFL cultivated a more moderate public image.
- Their focus on bread-and-butter issues made them more palatable to the
public and policymakers.
- They avoided associations with violence and radicalism.

5. Adaptability and Focus
- The AFL adapted to changing economic conditions with strategic strikes and
negotiations.
- Their narrow focus made them more effective in achieving specific goals.

---

Conclusion: Lessons from the Difficulties Faced



by the Knights of Labor

The Knights of Labor’s experience underscores the importance of
organizational structure, strategic focus, and public perception in the
success of labor movements. Their inclusive approach, while progressive,
created internal conflicts and made them vulnerable to external opposition.
In contrast, the AFL’s targeted, skilled-worker focus, coupled with
centralized leadership and pragmatic tactics, allowed it to avoid many of the
pitfalls that hampered the Knights.

The difficulties faced by the Knights of Labor serve as a historical lesson
for modern labor organizations: clarity of purpose, strategic focus,
effective leadership, and public relations are crucial elements for sustained
success. While the Knights played a vital role in laying the groundwork for
labor rights, their challenges highlight why adaptability and focus are
essential in the complex landscape of workers’ rights advocacy.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main organizational differences
between the Knights of Labor and the American
Federation of Labor (AFL)?
The Knights of Labor aimed to unite all workers regardless of skill level,
race, or gender and advocated for broad social reforms, whereas the AFL
focused on skilled workers and prioritized better wages and working
conditions through more exclusive, craft-based unions.

Why did the Knights of Labor face difficulties
compared to the AFL?
The Knights of Labor faced difficulties because they lacked a clear focus on
specific workers' issues, were more inclusive but less organized, and
suffered from internal conflicts and public perception issues following
unsuccessful strikes.

How did the inclusivity of the Knights of Labor



contribute to its challenges?
Their inclusive approach, welcoming unskilled workers, women, and minorities,
made the organization more diverse but also more difficult to manage and less
effective in bargaining with employers, which contributed to internal
conflicts and reduced influence.

In what way did the Knights of Labor's approach to
strikes and negotiations lead to difficulties?
The Knights often supported broad strikes without sufficient planning or
support, which led to failures, loss of member confidence, and difficulties
in sustaining their efforts compared to the more strategic and craft-focused
AFL.

How did public perception impact the Knights of
Labor’s effectiveness compared to the AFL?
Public perception of the Knights of Labor was negatively affected after
several unsuccessful strikes and associations with violence, leading to a
decline in membership and influence, whereas the AFL maintained a reputation
for more disciplined and effective labor actions.

What role did leadership and organization play in
the difficulties faced by the Knights of Labor?
The Knights lacked centralized leadership and a clear hierarchy, leading to
internal disagreements and a lack of coordinated strategy, which contrasted
with the more organized and disciplined structure of the AFL.

How did the economic and political climate of the
time contribute to the Knights of Labor's struggles?
The economic downturns, competition from other unions, and government
opposition made it difficult for the Knights to grow and sustain large-scale
strikes, whereas the AFL's more cautious approach helped them adapt better to
the changing environment.

What impact did internal divisions within the
Knights of Labor have on its ability to compete with
the AFL?
Internal divisions over strategies, inclusivity policies, and leadership led
to fragmentation within the Knights, weakening their collective bargaining
power and making it harder to compete effectively with the more unified AFL.



In what ways did the Knights of Labor suffer from
their broad goals compared to the AFL’s more
targeted approach?
The Knights' broad social and political goals made them less focused on
immediate labor issues, leading to diluted efforts and less success in
negotiations, whereas the AFL’s targeted focus on skilled workers' immediate
needs allowed for more tangible gains and influence.

Additional Resources
Compared To The American Federation Of Labor, The Knights Of Labor Faced
Difficulty Because It Suffered from several critical challenges that
ultimately limited its influence and longevity. While both were pivotal in
shaping American labor history, their differing philosophies, organizational
structures, and strategic approaches meant that the Knights of Labor
encountered obstacles that the more pragmatic and narrowly focused AFL
managed to navigate more effectively. In this article, we will explore the
various factors that contributed to the difficulties faced by the Knights of
Labor in comparison to the American Federation of Labor, examining their
origins, philosophies, internal dynamics, external pressures, and historical
contexts.

---

Origins and Foundational Differences

The Birth of the Knights of Labor

Founded in 1869, the Knights of Labor emerged as one of the earliest major
labor organizations in the United States. Its roots lay in a desire to unite
workers across trades, skill levels, and backgrounds to advocate for broader
social reforms. Unlike later organizations, the Knights aimed for an
inclusive movement, welcoming both skilled and unskilled workers, women,
African Americans (at least initially), and others marginalized in the
industrial economy.

The Formation of the American Federation of Labor

In contrast, the American Federation of Labor (AFL), established in 1886 by
Samuel Gompers and other craft unionists, adopted a more pragmatic, craft-
based approach. The AFL focused primarily on improving wages, hours, and
working conditions for skilled workers, emphasizing direct bargaining with
employers rather than sweeping social reforms.

Fundamental Philosophical Divergences

- Knights of Labor: Advocated for broad social reforms such as an end to
child labor, equal pay for women, abolition of trusts, and even the



establishment of cooperatives and a more egalitarian society.
- AFL: Concentrated on immediate economic gains for its members through
collective bargaining, strikes, and negotiation, avoiding broader political
or social upheavals.

Key Point: The Knights' expansive vision made it more appealing to some
workers but also more vulnerable to internal and external challenges, which
the AFL's focused strategy allowed it to sidestep.

---

Organizational Structure and Internal Challenges

The Inclusive, Democratic Structure of the Knights

The Knights of Labor aimed for a decentralized, inclusive organization that
empowered local assemblies and promoted democratic participation. While this
approach fostered a sense of collective ownership, it also led to internal
divisions and inconsistencies in policy and strategy.

The AFL's Centralized, Craft-Based Organization

The AFL operated with a more centralized leadership under Samuel Gompers,
allowing for coordinated actions, clear strategic direction, and effective
communication. Its focus on craft unions meant that membership was more
homogenous and easier to mobilize.

Internal Difficulties Faced by the Knights

- Factionalism: The inclusive nature of the Knights led to differing
priorities among members, creating factions that sometimes worked at cross
purposes.
- Lack of Clear Leadership: The democratic nature meant that decisions often
faced delays or disagreements, weakening collective action.
- Susceptibility to Co-optation and Disputes: Without a strong centralized
authority, the Knights struggled to maintain discipline or a unified stance
during strikes or major campaigns.

The AFL’s Advantages

- Unified Leadership: Gompers and the AFL leadership maintained discipline
and a clear focus.
- Strategic Consistency: The AFL’s methods—peaceful strikes,
negotiations—proved effective in achieving tangible gains.

Key Point: The organizational differences meant that the Knights faced
difficulties in maintaining cohesion and executing coordinated campaigns,
diminishing their effectiveness compared to the AFL.

---



External Pressures and Socioeconomic Factors

Public Perception and Political Climate

- The Knights of Labor: Their broad social reform agenda and occasional
association with radical ideas made them targets of suspicion among business
interests and government authorities. The Haymarket Affair of 1886, which was
linked to some Knights members, severely damaged their reputation and led to
increased repression.

- The AFL: Focused solely on economic issues relevant to skilled workers,
avoiding political controversies that might alienate public opinion or
government support.

Repression and Legal Challenges

- The Knights faced widespread repression, including arrests, violence, and
government intervention, especially after the Haymarket incident. This
hindered their organizational growth and ability to mobilize.

- The AFL, with its narrower focus, was less vulnerable to political backlash
and was better able to sustain strikes and negotiations even during
downturns.

Economic Context

- The late 19th and early 20th centuries saw economic volatility, with
depressions and industrial conflicts that tested the resilience of labor
organizations.

- The Knights' broad social agenda made it harder to adapt quickly to
changing economic conditions, while the AFL’s targeted approach allowed for
more flexible, strategic responses.

Key Point: External pressures, including political repression and economic
instability, played a significant role in undermining the Knights' efforts
more profoundly than they affected the AFL.

---

Strategic Approaches and Their Consequences

The Knights of Labor's Broad Strategy

- Emphasized social reforms, political activism, and the establishment of
cooperatives.
- Sought to unite all workers and even farmers and consumers.
- Relied on moral suasion and general strikes.

Consequences:



- Overextension of resources.
- Difficulty in maintaining focus and unity.
- Alienation of business interests and government authorities.

The AFL’s Focused Strategy

- Concentrated on immediate economic gains through craft unionism.
- Used strikes, boycotts, and collective bargaining.
- Maintained a pragmatic stance aimed at winning tangible improvements.

Consequences:

- Greater success in achieving short-term gains.
- Less political controversy.
- Stronger relationships with sympathetic employers and policymakers.

Impact of Strategies on Long-term Viability

- The Knights’ expansive approach made it difficult to sustain momentum,
especially after setbacks like the Haymarket Affair.
- The AFL’s focused, pragmatic approach allowed it to grow steadily and
establish a durable foundation for later labor movements.

Key Point: The differences in strategic focus and organizational discipline
contributed to the difficulties faced by the Knights compared to the AFL.

---

Membership and Demographic Challenges

Inclusive Membership of the Knights

- Attempted to include everyone: unskilled workers, women, African Americans.
- This inclusivity created internal tensions and logistical challenges.

Membership of the AFL

- Focused on skilled craft workers.
- Membership was more homogeneous, making organization and bargaining more
straightforward.

Challenges for the Knights

- Diverse membership meant varying goals, priorities, and levels of
commitment.
- Conflicts arose over issues like racial integration and gender inclusion.

Impact on Effectiveness

- The internal divisions hampered collective action.
- The AFL’s narrower focus allowed for a more cohesive membership base,



facilitating sustained campaigns.

Key Point: The Knights’ attempt at inclusivity, while progressive, posed
organizational difficulties that the AFL’s more exclusive craft-based
membership model avoided.

---

Legacy and Historical Significance

The Shortcomings of the Knights

- Despite early enthusiasm and social aspirations, the Knights struggled with
internal cohesion, external repression, and strategic coherence.
- Their broad social agenda made them vulnerable during periods of political
and economic instability.
- The Haymarket Affair and subsequent repression damaged their reputation and
limited growth.

The Enduring Success of the AFL

- Focused on tangible economic improvements.
- Maintained unity among skilled workers.
- Adapted effectively to changing industrial conditions.

Overall Impact

While the Knights of Labor played a crucial role in early American labor
history, their difficulties—stemming from organizational complexity, broad
social aims, external repression, and internal divisions—hampered their long-
term success. In contrast, the AFL’s disciplined, craft-focused, and
pragmatic approach allowed it to become the dominant labor organization of
the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

---

Conclusion

Compared To The American Federation Of Labor, The Knights Of Labor Faced
Difficulty Because It Suffered from a combination of internal organizational
challenges, broad social ambitions that stretched resources, external
political and economic pressures, and strategic vulnerabilities. While their
inclusive philosophy and social reform goals helped lay the groundwork for
future labor activism, these very features contributed to their difficulties
in maintaining cohesion and effective action. The AFL’s targeted, pragmatic
approach proved more resilient in navigating the turbulent landscape of
industrial America, leading to its enduring influence and shaping the future
of organized labor in the United States.
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