
what is a scab in history
what is a scab in history is a question that delves into the complex and often
contentious role of individuals who cross picket lines during labor strikes. Historically, the
term "scab" refers to workers who continue to work or are hired to replace striking
employees, undermining collective bargaining efforts. This label carries significant social
stigma and has been a focal point of labor disputes worldwide. Understanding what a scab
is in history involves exploring its origins, the sociopolitical implications, and how its usage
has evolved over time. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the historical
context, the impact on labor movements, and notable cases involving scabs. The discussion
also addresses the broader meaning of the term beyond labor relations, shedding light on
its place in historical narratives.
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Origins and Definition of "Scab"
The term "scab" has a long and varied history, originally referring to a skin disease or a
sore. In the context of labor relations, the word evolved to describe workers who break
strikes by continuing to work or by taking the jobs of those on strike. The earliest recorded
use of "scab" in this labor-related sense dates back to the early 19th century during the rise
of organized labor in industrializing nations. This period saw increased worker solidarity and
the emergence of unions, making the betrayal implied by a scab particularly significant.

Early Usage and Etymology
The etymology of "scab" stems from Middle English and Old Norse roots, originally meaning
a skin lesion. By the 1800s, the term adopted a metaphorical meaning in labor contexts,
implying someone who is a blemish or an undesirable element within the workforce. The
derogatory connotation reinforced the idea of scabs as harmful to the collective strength of
workers.

Definition in Labor History
In historical labor disputes, a scab is typically defined as a worker who refuses to join a
strike or who replaces striking workers. This act is viewed as a direct challenge to union
solidarity and bargaining power. The term conveys not only a breach of loyalty but often



social ostracism and conflict within communities.

The Role of Scabs in Labor Strikes
Scabs have played a pivotal role in labor strikes by affecting the dynamics between
employers and striking workers. Their presence can weaken strikes by maintaining
operations and reducing the pressure on employers to negotiate. This has made scabs a
controversial and polarizing element in labor history, often leading to intense
confrontations.

Impact on Strike Outcomes
The utilization of scabs during strikes often influences whether a strike succeeds or fails.
Employers frequently hire replacement workers to keep production going, thereby
undercutting the strike's effectiveness. Conversely, the moral and social pressure on scabs
can be severe, sometimes deterring workers from crossing picket lines.

Employer Strategies Involving Scabs
Historically, employers have employed various strategies to recruit and protect scabs,
including:

Hiring temporary or permanent replacement workers

Using legal injunctions to limit picketing

Employing security forces to safeguard scabs

Offering higher wages or incentives to replacements

These tactics demonstrate the critical role scabs have played in labor-management
conflicts.

Social and Economic Impacts of Scabbing
The phenomenon of scabbing extends beyond the immediate labor dispute, affecting social
cohesion and economic conditions within affected communities. The act of crossing a picket
line often leads to strained relationships, social isolation, and sometimes violence between
workers.

Community and Worker Relations
Scabs are frequently viewed as traitors by fellow workers, which can result in long-lasting
divisions. In many cases, families and neighborhoods were split during major strikes, with
scabs facing hostility from their peers. This social impact emphasizes the deep cultural
significance of collective labor actions.



Economic Consequences
From an economic perspective, scabs can undermine union efforts to improve wages and
working conditions, potentially slowing progress for all workers. However, the availability of
replacement workers also allowed some industries to avoid shutdowns and financial losses
during strikes, complicating the broader economic narrative.

Notable Historical Instances Involving Scabs
Throughout history, several significant labor disputes have prominently featured scabs,
illustrating their controversial role and the tensions they provoke.

The Pullman Strike of 1894
One of the most famous strikes in U.S. history, the Pullman Strike involved widespread
worker unrest and the use of scabs. The strike crippled railroad traffic, and employers' use
of replacement workers contributed to escalating conflicts and federal intervention.

The Homestead Strike of 1892
During this violent steelworkers’ strike, the hiring of Pinkerton agents and replacement
workers (scabs) led to deadly clashes. This event highlighted the extreme measures taken
by employers to break strikes and the social animosity directed at scabs.

Other Significant Strikes

The 1912 Lawrence Textile Strike, where scabs were used to maintain factory
operations.

The 1934 West Coast Waterfront Strike, marked by intense struggles involving
strikebreakers.

The 1981 PATCO Strike, where the firing of striking air traffic controllers and
replacement workers marked a turning point in labor relations.

Evolving Perceptions and Modern Usage
The perception of scabs has evolved but remains largely negative within labor circles. In
modern times, the term still carries heavy stigma, though legal and social contexts have
changed. Labor laws, union policies, and public attitudes toward strikes and replacements
have influenced how scabs are viewed today.



Contemporary Labor Movements
In recent decades, unions continue to condemn scabbing as detrimental to worker
solidarity. However, the complexity of modern labor markets, including gig work and
contract labor, has complicated the traditional definitions and responses to scabbing.

Broader Cultural Meanings
Beyond labor disputes, "scab" has occasionally been used metaphorically to describe
someone who betrays a group or cause in various political or social contexts. This broader
usage underscores the term's enduring association with betrayal and division.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a scab in historical labor movements?
In historical labor movements, a scab is a derogatory term for a worker who refuses to join
a strike or who takes the place of striking workers, undermining the strike's effectiveness.

Why were workers called scabs during strikes in
history?
Workers were called scabs during strikes because they were seen as betraying their fellow
workers by crossing picket lines and continuing to work, thereby weakening the collective
bargaining power of the strike.

How did the term 'scab' originate in labor history?
The term 'scab' originated in the 19th century as a pejorative word for someone who
refuses to support a strike or union cause, metaphorically suggesting they are a blemish or
harmful sore on the labor movement.

What impact did scabs have on historical labor strikes?
Scabs often weakened labor strikes by allowing businesses to continue operations despite
picketing, which could lead to shorter strikes or failed negotiations, reducing workers'
ability to achieve better conditions.

Were there any laws regarding scabs in historical labor
disputes?
Historically, there were few laws protecting strikers from scabs, and employers often hired
replacement workers legally; only in later labor laws were some protections introduced for
striking workers against replacement.



How did unions historically respond to scabs?
Unions historically responded to scabs by organizing picket lines, public shaming, and
sometimes more aggressive tactics to discourage workers from crossing picket lines and to
maintain solidarity during strikes.

Is the term 'scab' still used in modern labor disputes?
Yes, the term 'scab' is still used in modern labor disputes to describe workers who cross
picket lines or refuse to participate in strikes, retaining its negative connotation within labor
movements.

Additional Resources
1. "Scabs and Strikebreakers: The History of Labor's Contested Ground"
This book provides a comprehensive history of scabs and strikebreakers in labor
movements worldwide. It explores the social, economic, and political implications of
crossing picket lines, emphasizing the tension between workers and those who undermine
strikes. Through detailed case studies, the book highlights how scabs have influenced labor
rights and union strategies over time.

2. "The Role of Scabs in Industrial Struggles"
Focusing on the industrial era, this book examines the role of scabs during major strikes in
the 19th and 20th centuries. It delves into the personal and societal consequences for those
labeled as scabs, as well as the impact on labor negotiations. The narrative sheds light on
the complexities of worker solidarity and conflict during pivotal moments in labor history.

3. "Breaking the Line: Scabs, Strikes, and the Fight for Workers’ Rights"
This title explores the ethical and practical challenges posed by scabs during labor
disputes. It offers a critical analysis of how strikebreaking has affected union power and
public perceptions of labor movements. The book also discusses legal frameworks and
cultural attitudes toward scabs in different historical contexts.

4. "Strikebreakers and Scabs: A Social History of Labor Disputes"
By tracing various historical strikes, this book uncovers the social dynamics surrounding
scabs and strikebreakers. It highlights how communities and unions have responded to
those who cross picket lines and the long-term consequences for labor solidarity. The work
provides insight into the stigmatization of scabs and their place in labor folklore.

5. "Crossing the Picket Line: The Story of Scabs in American Labor History"
This book specifically investigates the American labor movement, focusing on the
phenomenon of scabbing. It chronicles notable strikes where scabs played a crucial role
and examines the motivations behind strikebreaking. The book also discusses legal battles
and union responses aimed at deterring scab activity.

6. "The Scab’s Dilemma: Ethics and Economics in Labor Disputes"
Exploring the moral questions surrounding scabbing, this book delves into the ethical
dilemmas faced by workers who break strikes. It juxtaposes economic necessity against
collective solidarity, providing a nuanced view of individual and group interests. Historical



examples illustrate how these tensions have shaped labor relations.

7. "Scabs, Spies, and Strikebreaking: The Hidden History of Labor Wars"
This investigative work uncovers the covert tactics used against striking workers, including
the use of scabs as spies and saboteurs. It reveals the darker side of labor conflicts and the
lengths to which employers went to undermine unions. The book offers a gripping account
of the battles between labor and management.

8. "Labor Unrest and the Scab Phenomenon in Early 20th Century Europe"
Focusing on European labor history, this book examines the prevalence and impact of scabs
during a time of significant social upheaval. It analyzes how political ideologies and
economic conditions influenced the use and perception of strikebreakers. The book
provides a broad perspective on labor struggles across different countries.

9. "From Scabs to Solidarity: The Evolution of Worker Resistance"
This book traces the transformation of labor movements from fragmented efforts, often
undermined by scabs, to more unified and effective resistance. It discusses strategies
employed by unions to combat scabbing and strengthen worker solidarity. The narrative
highlights key historical moments that shaped modern labor activism.
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