
Working people deserve more! 
More pay! More free time! More control! 

 
These demands drive society forward. If the wage earners were in charge, they would have every reason to 

fully exploit technological advancements, to even more rapidly increase productivity, minimizing undesirable 

labor while maximizing their incomes. 

 
This realization was at the heart of the socialist movement that emerged during the industrial revolution and 

that reached its peak in the early 20th century. Workers increasingly realized that they could improve their 

bargaining position relative to their employers by organizing together to bargain collectively, rather than 

competing against each other. 

 
Yet more than this, they realized that there was no good reason for workers and employers to be two separate 

groups of people standing opposed to each other. They realized that the organized workers could 

cooperatively manage their work, and that way, all would share in the benefits of that cooperation, rather than 

one group benefiting at the expense of society. 

 
At first, they sought to win the capitalists over to this vision, and to use their democratic rights to advocate for it. 

Yet the workers, whether organizing merely to bargain for higher wages or for political change, were met with 

violent repression over and over again, and the conditions of their labor continued to deteriorate. The 

capitalists only seemed to care about democracy so long as they remained in control, and the workers 

remained subordinate. 

 
The working class struggle continued to develop, and with it, the movement for socialism. By the end of the 

19th century, they had managed to reduce the working day, which could be as long as 18 or 20 hours, to 10 

hours, and fought to further reduce it to 8 hours. 

 
On May 1st, 1886, American 

workers planned a mass strike in 

favor of the 8 hour day. They 

were met with violent repression. 

 
A few days later a rally was held 

at the Haymarket Square in 

Chicago to oppose that 

repression. Police ordered the 

crowd to disperse. Then, an 

unknown person threw a bomb 

into the path of the police, killing 

one officer and injuring six 

others. The police fired on the 

crowd, killing four and injuring 

many as they fled. 



The police could not discover the source of the bomb, but decided to make an example of eight radical 

organizers, claiming they incited the crowd to violence with their agitational rhetoric. The eight men were found 

guilty for exercising their first amendment rights, and seven were sentenced to death. 

 
Workers at the time knew why they had to hang: to serve as an example. This is what happens when you step 

out of line. Yet this threat did not dissuade them: another mass strike for the 8 hour day was planned for May 

1, 1890. 

 
At the same time, the workers’ movement in Europe had grown strong and animated, organizing their own 

political parties for socialism. This culminated in 1889, when these parties united to form an international party. 

At this Congress, attended by four hundred delegates, it was decided that the 8 hour day must be the first 

demand. A delegate moved that this demand be expressed in all countries through a general strike. The 

delegate of the American workers called attention to the decision of his comrades to strike on May 1. 

 
The Congress decided to declare this the date of an international general strike, in which the workers of the 

world would stand together for the benefit not only of themselves, but all of humanity, and which the 

international working class would observe every year until the final May Day, when the working people will 

have won over the immense majority, and begin to lead the world toward socialism. 

 
The socialist movement collapsed before this could occur, and socialism has fallen into disrepute for having 

failed. Yet the conditions of working people continue to deteriorate. The technological progress we wrestle with 

today is but the continuation of the industrial revolution, but the working class is no longer organized around 

the goal of leading this revolution, and using it to emancipate all of humanity. Instead, working people remain 

subordinate, depressed, desperate, or at best, satisfied with far less than they could have. 

 
May Day is still celebrated around the world, but the vision 

of freedom it represented has been largely forgotten. Yet so 

long as people hope to free themselves through their own 

work, and so long as they find themselves competing not 

only against employers, but against each other, for the 

ability to do so, this vision cannot disappear. Working 

people can take control of their own lives, but only if we 

realize the value of cooperation and organize together for 

our common benefit. 

 
Working people make this world run, but we do not 

decide how it is run. We do not enjoy the full fruits of 

our own labor. 

 
We can change that, if we decide to do so, and 

organize. 

 
Working people unite! Join the Socialist Party! Together, we can free the world! 
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