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INTRODUCTION

I write this Essay as a call for a general strike reverberates across the United
States.! I argue that one of the greatest forces for social change in the modern,
interconnected, and globalized economy is the general strike. History offers
countless examples, but I focus on two historically and geographically disparate
case studies—Trinidad and Tobago and Iran. Despite experiencing stark
underdevelopment brought on by Euro-American imperialism,? today both
societies have reversed those processes of underdevelopment to create vibrant
nations classified as “high” or “very high” in the Human Development Index
(“HDI”).? Each strike is considered world-historical in its own right and yields
profound insights for the future.

I end the Essay with an assessment of objective political and economic
conditions in the contemporary United States following years of devastating
attacks on organized labor. While the economic landscape is favorable to a
general strike—especially in the higher education sector—Ilegal barriers
undermine unions’ ability to organize general strikes.* I then offer suggestions
for overcoming those barriers in order to create the political conditions for the
masses to strike.

Ultimately, 1 contend that in societies where the balance of power
overwhelmingly favors the repressive state apparatus, general strikes have
proven to be a necessary tactic for disrupting that dynamic. To that end, the case
studies below show that the general strike can produce a revolution, consolidate
a social democracy, and even accelerate national liberation. It is an undeniable
and under-studied motor of human liberation.

! See Gary Wilson, 80 Years Without a General Strike. Then ICE Came to Minneapolis,
STRUGGLE LA LUCHA (Jan. 19, 2026), https://www.struggle-la-lucha.org/2026/01/19/80-year
-without -a-general -strike -then -ice -came -to -minneapolis [https://perma.cc/ 3BCS-EWKL]
(describing how organizing against Immigration and Customs Enforcement (“ICE”) presence
in Minneapolis approaches general strike); see also Olivia B. Waxman, The Longest Strike in
U.S. History, TIME (Sep. 1, 2023, at 07:00 ET), https://time.com/6308684/longest-strike-us-h
istory-kohler (chronicling history of eleven-year Kohler strike).

2 See generally Nina Farnia, Imperialism in the Making of U.S. Law, 96 ST. JOHN’S L. REV.
131 (discussing ways lawmaking in United States serves as tool for furthering imperial
structures).

3 Human Development Insights, UNDP HuM. DEv. REPS. (May 6, 2025), https://hdr.undp.o
rg/data-center/country-insights#/ranks [https://perma.cc/EC8X-TAD3] (ranking Trinidad and
Tobago and Iran as 72nd and 75th in 2025 world rankings of HDI).

4 See Kate Andrias, Speaking Collectively: The First Amendment, the Public Sector, and
the Right to Bargain and Strike, KNIGHT FIRST AMEND. INST. COLUM. UNIv. (Oct. 11, 2024),
https://knightcolumbia.org/content/speaking-collectively-the-first-amendment-the-public-se
ctor-and-the-right-to-bargain-and-strike [https://perma.cc/C4GB-NSMB] (discussing lack of
constitutional protections for public sector labor organizing under First Amendment doctrine).


https://perma.cc/C4GB-NSMB
https://knightcolumbia.org/content/speaking-collectively-the-first-amendment-the-public-se
https://perma.cc/EC8X-TAD3
https://hdr.undp.o
https://time.com/6308684/longest-strike-us-h
https://perma.cc
https://www.struggle-la-lucha.org/2026/01/19/80-year
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I. A TALE OF TWO STRIKES

“The Southern worker, [B]lack and white, held the key to the war; and of the
two groups, the [B]lack worker raising food and raw materials held an even more
strategic place than the white. This was so clear a fact that both sides should
have known it,” begins W.E.B. Du Bois in his recounting of the Black general
strike that would end the Civil War.>

In Black Reconstruction in America, Du Bois describes the most significant
general strike since the advent of capitalism: the strike of the enslaved in the
Americas.® Both the North and South expected a short war and quick victory in
the Civil War.” Neither sought the end of slavery.® Rather, they both wanted
control of the wealth that the system of slavery produced. According to
Frederick Douglass:

[The Civil War] was begun, I say, in the interest of slavery on both sides.
The South was fighting to take slavery out of the Union, and the North
fighting to keep it in the Union; the South fighting to get it beyond the
limits of the United-States Constitution, and the North fighting to retain it
within those limits; the South fighting for new guarantees, and the North
fighting for the old guarantees;—both despising the [N]egro, both insulting
the Negro. Yet, the [N]egro, apparently endowed with wisdom from on
high, saw more clearly the end from the beginning than we did.’

In the historiography of the Civil War, there continue to be two dominant
narratives describing the role of Black people during the war. Not surprisingly,
both undermine the historical significance of their participation. The first
constructs a servile and submissive enslaved population that was saved by the
North’s white liberators.!? The second describes the Black enslaved as dutiful
helpers of the North.!! Both theories center the northern, capitalist, white
bourgeoisie as the liberator and reinforce the interests of the Union.!?

According to Du Bois, neither narrative is true. He describes a slow and
thoughtful process whereby enslaved peoples watched and assessed the actions

> W.E.B. DU Bois, BLACK RECONSTRUCTION IN AMERICA 63 (Free Press ed. 1998) (1935).

6 See id. at 55-83 (describing inception and execution of Black general strike during
American Civil War).

7 Id. at 56 (“Both North and South expected at most a sharp, quick fight and victory . . . .”).

8 1d

% See Frederick Douglass, What the Black Man Wants: Speech at the Annual Meeting of
the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society at Boston (1865), reprinted by LIBR. CONG., https://
www.loc.gov/item/92838824 (last visited May 7, 2026).

10 See DU Bois, supra note 5, at 57 (describing narrative whereby enslaved persons “did
nothing but faithfully serve [their] master[s] until emancipation was thrust upon [them]”).

11" See id. (describing narrative whereby enslaved persons “immediately, just as quickly as
the presence of Northern soldiers made it possible, left serfdom and took [their] stand with
the army of freedom”).

12 See id. (noting enslaved persons were “not seriously considered by the majority of men,
North or South”).


https://www.loc.gov/item/92838824
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of both sides before making a strategic decision to engage.!> As soon as it
became clear that the North could not return fugitive slaves, “the slave entered
upon a general strike against slavery” and “this withdrawal and bestowal of his
labor decided the war.”'* Once Black people engaged in a general strike, they
essentially began the process of freeing themselves en masse from the system of
slavery'® until they destroyed the system altogether.

In this Section, I recount two lesser-known and more recent general strikes.
The first is the 1919 general strike in Trinidad and Tobago, an example of
liberation unionism. The second is the 1978 general strike in Iran, which led to
the 1979 Iranian Revolution. In its own way, each case offers examples of
tactics, strategies, framing, and demands that continue to be relevant to all
freedom-seeking peoples, especially those of us here in the belly of the beast.!¢

A. Trinidad and Tobago

Trinidad and Tobago is located in the Caribbean, and as a resource-rich
nation, it is a major regional producer of oil and natural gas.!” The small nation
has been subject to a long history of Spanish, French, Dutch, and finally British
colonialism dating back to the fifteenth century.'® Trinidad and Tobago later
won its independence in 1962.'° During the long colonial era culminating in
British domination, “economic and social conditions in the colony were
dreadful.”?® The nation suffered from severe scarcity and underdevelopment

13 See id.

14 See id.

15 See DAVID WILLIAMS, I FREED MYSELF: AFRICAN AMERICAN SELF-EMANCIPATION IN
THE CIVIL WAR ERA 1-17 (2014) (deconstructing narrative slavery was ended by white
liberators and highlighting role of enslaved persons in freeing themselves).

16 In referring to U.S. imperialism, Cuban revolutionary José Marti described living in the
United States as living in “the belly of the beast,” or in Spanish, “vivi en el monstruo y le
conozco las entrafias.” JOSE DAVID SALDIVAR, TRANS-AMERICANITY: SUBALTERN
MODERNITIES, GLOBAL COLONIALITY, AND THE CULTURES OF GREATER MEXICO 53 (Donald
E. Pease ed., 2011) (“Subaltern modernity embeds [José¢] Marti in a powerful political system
(what he famously referred to as being inside ‘the belly of the beast’), where by necessity he
worked through and against the various imperial centers (Spain, Cuba, and the United
States).”); Arnaldo Manuel Cruz-Malavé, “Under the Skirt of Liberty?”: Giannia Braschi
Rewrites Empire, 66 AM. Q. 801, 816 n.9 (2014) (Marti’s much-cited, iconic phrase is taken
from a letter to his Mexican friend Manuel Mercado written on May 18, 1895, a day before
Marti would be killed in battle in Dos Rios, Cuba. The actual phrase is “Vivi en el monstruo,
y le conozco las entrafias.”).

17 David Watts, Bridget M. Brereton & Arthur Napoleon Raymond Robinson, Trinidad
and Tobago, BRITANNICA (Feb. 25, 2026), https://www.britannica.com/place/Trinidad-and-
Tobago.

8 1d

9 Id. (“Trinidad and Tobago attained independence from the United Kingdom in 1962
and . . . became a republic in 1976.”).

20 See ZoPHIA EDWARDS, FUELING DEVELOPMENT: HOW BLACK RADICAL TRADE UNIONISM
TRANSFORMED TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO 1 (2025).


https://www.britannica.com/place/Trinidad-and
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manufactured by colonial theft, including inadequate sanitation and water access
as well as limited “health and social services, schools, and public utilities.”?!

In the 1980s, the nation “quietly emerged as one of the most remarkable, and
improbable, cases of relatively high redistributive and democratic development
in the formerly colonized world.”?? In 1962, life expectancy was sixty-three, but
by 2019, it had reached seventy-four.??> During that same period, the infant
mortality rate was cut by over two-thirds and the mortality rate for children
under five was cut by almost 75%.%* Literacy rose to near total levels among the
population by the year 2000.2*> And according to the United Nations
Development Programme’s HDI, Trinidad and Tobago boasts a “very high” HDI
score of 0.807.2¢ According to Zophia Edwards, this remarkable evolution is due
to the “presence of a militant mass labor movement” that she refers to as
“liberation unionism.”?’

She further argues that despite occurring in a white, colonial, and capitalist
system, general strikes had “enduring successes” by pressuring the state itself.?
These changes fell short of socialist or revolutionary transformation, however,
and while not all subsequent Trinidadian governments have lived up to the ideals

2l See id. at 2 (“Malnutrition and deficiency diseases were widespread among the general

population . . . .”).
2 Id
2 Id. at5tbl. 1.1.
2% Id.
3 Id

26 Trinidad and Tobago, UNDP HuMm. DEV. REPS. (May 6, 2025), https://hdr.undp.org/data
-center/specific-country-data#/countries/TTO [https://perma.cc/YR6X-2WDN].

27 See EDWARDS, supra note 20, at 3 (“With its Pan-African and diasporic orientation,
liberation unionism challenged these interconnected oppressive systems.”).

28 See id. at 13 (describing how Trinidad and Tobago’s period of change grew from
organized labor efforts).


https://perma.cc/YR6X-2WDN
https://hdr.undp.org/data
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of liberation unionism,? the movement still yielded meaningful concessions for
working people and the general public.3°

The 1919 general strike began when dockworkers in the Trinidad
Workingmen’s Association went on strike to demand higher wages, a reduction
of shifts, and holiday pay.3! After a few weeks of striking, the dockworkers’
frustrations came to a head on December 1, 1919.32 They entered the wharf,
forced out the workers brought in to replace them (referred to as “scabs”), and
then confronted the shipping agents at their offices before marching through Port
of Spain.®3 In the course of one day, strikes expanded “to the oil fields,
agricultural estates, the public sector, domestic work, and even the informal
sector.”3* The strikes lasted until January 1920 and required the intercession of
the British Royal Navy before the uprising subsided.?> The strike yielded major
reforms across the colony, fueling and deepening the labor movement, which
held another general strike in 1937 and ultimately prepared the highly developed
society to win anti-colonial independence.?¢

29 See Tamanisha John, Dependency and Geopolitics: How “Development” and
“Security” Support US (and Western) Imperialism in the Caribbean, ANTI-IMPERIALIST
SCHOLARS COLLECTIVE (Nov. 30, 2025), https://www.anti-imperialists.com/blog/dependency
-and-geopolitics-how-development-and-security-support-us-and-western-imperialism-in
[https://perma.cc/Y3HH-L2X4] (discussing current Trinidadian Prime Minister’s role and
support for U.S. strikes in Caribbean); see also Keston Perry, Why a Caribbean Zone of
Radical Peace Is Vital and Must Be Realized Through Working-Class Unity, ANTI-
IMPERIALIST SCHOLARS COLLECTIVE (Nov. 30, 2025), https://www.anti-imperialists.com/blog
/why-a-caribbean-zone-of-radical-peace-is-vital-and-must-be-realized-through-working-clas
s-unity [https://perma.cc/3HAS-P6AM] (discussing Trinidad and Tobago’s relation to U.S.
military intervention in Caribbean, and how current Prime Minister operates in a way that
“demonstrates her right-wing disposition and complicity in Trump’s imperialist ambitions”);
Zophia Edwards, Corey Gilkes & Tamanisha John, Imperialism by Invitation: Murder,
Mafioso Politics and Caribbean-Venezuelan Futurity, BLACK AGENDA REP. (Dec. 17, 2025),
https://www.blackagendareport.com/imperialism-invitation-murder-mafioso-politics-and-
caribbean -venezuelan -futurity [https:// perma.cc/ 9BDA -QKXE] (discussing Trinidad and
Tobago’s support for U.S. “imperial violence” in Caribbean).

30 See, e.g., Xuebing Cao & Roger Seifert, The British Labour Movement and the Strikes
in Hong Kong 1925/6 and Trinidad 1937, 53 J. IMPERIAL & COMMONWEALTH HIST. 329, 330
(2025) (noting gains made after 1919 general strike, including “25 per cent wage increase”
for workers).

31 EDWARDS, supra note 20, at 45.

32 Id. at 46.

3 Seeid.

3 1d.

35 See id. (noting colonial governor sought help of British naval ship in attempting to quell
strikes).

36 See Leslie James, “Essential Things Such as Typewriters”: Development Discourse,
Trade Union Expertise, and the Dialogues of Decolonization Between the Caribbean and
West Africa, 53 J. Soc. Hist. 378, 382 (2019) (discussing importance of 1937 Trinidad strikes
in prelude to nation’s decolonization).


https://perma.cc
https://www.blackagendareport.com/imperialism-invitation-murder-mafioso-politics-and
https://perma.cc/3HAS-P6AM
https://www.anti-imperialists.com/blog
https://perma.cc/Y3HH-L2X4
https://www.anti-imperialists.com/blog/dependency
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According to Edwards, there are multiple forms of unionism. Business
unionism is limited to “narrow workplace struggles for better wages and
working conditions.””?” Political unionism relies on “political parties and
incorporates demands for political participation and political reforms.””*® Social
movement unionism is less narrowly defined, and engages “with community
organizations to advance improved conditions for the working class as a
whole.”® Liberation unionism, as Edwards defines it, began in Trinidad and
Tobago and “was motivated by the lived experiences of the racialized colonized
working people and rooted in historic Black freedom struggles.”* It was trans-
sectoral, racially inclusive, Pan-African, internationalist with anti-colonial and
anti-imperial threads, and “it sought economic, political, and social
transformation.”*!

At the time of the general strike, labor unions were largely absent in the
colony because they were illegal.*?> But workers made the strategic decision to
organize themselves into unions because they recognized that withdrawing labor
power was the most potent force of liberation.*? In a colonial society where the
colonizer had a monopoly over violence, withdrawal of labor altered the balance
of power in favor of the colonized working class.

B. Iran

The Iranian Revolution was a mass insurrection, “by far the most popular,
broad-based, and sustained agitation” of the late twentieth century, and “the first
fully televised revolution in history.”** The general strike was central to the
revolutionary strategy and “a primary weapon in revolutionary seizure of
power.”4

Following years of protest activity across multiple sectors, the months before
the Revolution saw the spread of the revolutionary impulse throughout the whole

37 EDWARDS, supra note 20, at 47.

3 Id.

¥ 1d.

40 1d

g

42 Richard Hart, The Birth of the Trade Union Movement in the English-Speaking
Caribbean Area, SOC. & ECON. STUDS., Sep. 1999, at 173, 173-80 (tracing legal barriers to
worker combinations in British colonies and describing emergence, dormancy, and revival of
unionism before 1919 strike).

43 See Dave Smith, Trade Unions and the Class Struggle, NAT’L WORKERS UNION (Feb.
24,2021, at 05:24 ET), https://www.workersunion.org.tt/news-and-views/2021-news-and-vi
ews/trade-unions-and-the-class-struggle-by-dave-smith [https://perma.cc/D25C-NA46].

4 EQBAL AHMAD, Iran’s Landmark Revolution: Fifteen Years Later, in THE SELECTED
WRITINGS OF EQBAL AHMAD 81, 81-82 (Carollee Bengelsdorf, Margaret Cerullo & Yogesh
Chandrani eds., 2006).

45 Id. at 82 (detailing use of strikes during Iranian Revolution).


https://perma.cc/D25C-NA46
https://www.workersunion.org.tt/news-and-views/2021-news-and-vi
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society.*¢ At the time, the country was run by a brutal monarchy, and protest
activity posed a great threat to its continuity.*’ Already, the monarchy was
deeply disliked.*® It had been installed by the United States and the United
Kingdom in 1953, after the widely popular Prime Minister Mohammad
Mossadegh nationalized the British-controlled Anglo-Iranian Oil Company.*’
The monarchy was considered one of the most repressive regimes in the world.>
Iranian society suffered from severe underdevelopment brought about by United
States and European control of its resources and national wealth.’! “38 percent
of the rural population lived below the poverty line” in the years prior to the
revolution.? 44% of the population was malnourished.’> Meanwhile, rather than
focus on national development and self-reliance, the monarchy subsidized food
imports, basically paying the United States and Europe to feed Iranians.>*

The revolutionaries sought to upend this dynamic of underdevelopment.
Today, nearly half a century since the Iranian Revolution, Iran has attained
greater food sovereignty, a significant feat for a nation suffering from one of the
most severe multilateral sanctions regimes in the world.>> Iran is now a top

46 See CHARLES KURZMAN, THE UNTHINKABLE REVOLUTION IN IRAN 77 (2004) (“Strikes
were not unknown in Pahlavi Iran: one review of leftist periodicals counted twenty-seven
strikes in 1973, twenty-seven in 1974, fifteen in 1975, eighteen in 1976, and twenty-seven in
1977.°).

47 See AHMAD, supra note 44, at 83 (noting repressive nature of the Iranian government
under Reza Pahlavi).

4 See Rob Hoveman, How Iran’s 1979 Revolution Deposed Hated Shah, SOCIALIST
WORKER (June 30, 2025), https://socialistworker.co.uk/in-depth/how-irans-1979-revolution-
deposed-of-hated-shah [https://perma.cc/QN4U-7XU3] (discussing unpopular and repressive
Iranian regime prior to revolution); see also AHMAD, supra note 44, at 83 (“The movement
for overturning the [Pahlavi government] obtained a national consensus quite unparalleled in
history.”).

4 See generally ERVAND ABRAHAMIAN, THE Coup: 1953, THE CIA, AND THE ROOTS OF
MODERN U.S.-IRANIAN RELATIONS 133-75 (2013) (chronicling influence of U.S. and U.K.
forces in political upheaval of 1950s Iran).

S0 Cf. AHMAD, supra note 44, at 83 (“Iran was a highly centralized, repressive, and
militarized state.”).

31 See ABRAHAMIAN, supra note 49, at 84-86 (discussing foreign control over Iranian oil).

32 See KURZMAN, supra note 46, at 85.

33 Id. at 81 (“A study conducted province by province in 1972-1973 found that 44 percent
of the Iranian population was undernourished, with 23 percent receiving less than 90 percent
of their minimum daily calories.”).

3 See id. (“The state subsidized massive food imports, including the world’s most
expensive livestock, which were flown to the country in airplane cargo holds because Iran
could not divert enough grain to raise cattle itself.”).

35 See Eva Nanopoulos, The Antinomies of “Peaceful”” Economic Sanctions, YALE J. INT’L
L. ONLINE (June 28, 2023), https://campuspress.yale.edu/yjil/the antimonies_of peaceful
economic_sanctions [https://perma.cc/BN7D-VKYW] (discussing economic sanctions as
form of legal international coercion). See generally Iran Sanctions, OFFICE OF FOREIGN
ASSETS CONTROL, https://ofac.treasury.gov/ sanctions- programs- and- country- information/
iran- sanctions [https:// perma.cc/ VMV6- ZNXR] (last visited July 16, 2026) (listing all


https://perma.cc
https://ofac.treasury.gov
https://perma.cc/BN7D-VKYW
https://campuspress.yale.edu/yjil/the_antimonies_of_peaceful
https://perma.cc/QN4U-7XU3
https://socialistworker.co.uk/in-depth/how-irans-1979-revolution
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exporter of agricultural products.’® National development is guided by a Five-
Year Development Plan, and the nation is in its seventh plan, under which the
agricultural sector is projected to achieve an annual 8% growth rate.>’ Critical
objectives include 90% self-sufficiency in essential commodities and food
items.’® According to the United Nations Development Programme’s HDI,
Iran’s score as of 2025 is near 0.799, just shy of the 0.800 score considered “very
high,” and in point of fact the highest it has been since United Nations data
reporting began in 1990.%° In sum, at the time of the Iranian Revolution there
were many reasons to hate the monarchy, not least because it was a “monarchy.”

In the early hours of September 8, 1978, the monarchy imposed martial law
in cities across the country®® as protests continued.®! Tear gas and machine gun
fire temporarily scattered protesters, who continued to reconvene after each
round of fire.%? Black Friday, as it later came to be known, is now viewed as a
significant turning point in the Iranian Revolution.

In the months that followed, wildcat strikes spread across the country.? Prior
to this, workers’ strikes in Iran were sporadic, occurring anywhere between
fifteen and thirty times a year.** However, in September 1978 alone there were
fifteen strikes, followed by forty-five in October, as workers across multiple
sectors abstained from labor.%> From the railroad and the power grid to customs
officials and airline employees, workers made demands not just of their bosses
but of the system as a whole.®® The most important strike occurred in the oil

“maximum pressure” sanctions instituted by first Trump Administration and during current
U.S. war on Iran, effectively making the Islamic Republic of Iran one of most sanctioned
nation-states in world).

36 See Iran at a Glance, FOOD & AGRIC. ORG. UNITED NATIONS, https://www.fao0.org/iran/
our-office/ iran-at-a-glance/ en [https:// perma.cc/ 76RR-E826] (last visited May 7, 2026)
(“Iran’s proximity to a large regional market, that of its neighboring countries as well as
Persian Gulf countries some of which lack any agricultural potential, and having adequate
land and air transit infrastructure has made Iran one of the top exporters of agricultural
products . ...”).

57 See id.

38 See id.

39 See Iran (Islamic Republic of), UNDP Hum. DEV. REPS. (May 6, 2025), https://hdr.undp.
org/ data-center/ specific-country-data#/ countries/ IRN [https:// perma.cc/ DSP4- 3XDP]
(“Between 1990 and 2023, Iran (Islamic Republic of)’s HDI value changed from 0.626 to
0.799, a change of 27.6 percent.”).

%0 KURZMAN, supra note 46, at 74.

61 See id. (describing crowds in Zhaleh Square following imposition of martial law in
Tehran).

02 Id.

0 Id. at77.

4 See id.

% Id.

66 See id. at 77-78.
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fields.®” Workers in the fields walked off the job en masse, forcing oil exports to
drop from six million barrels a day in August 1978 to two million barrels a day
in November of the same year.%®

The oil workers’ demands matched their power. And their horizons were not
limited by their workplace concerns or even by the state of the economy. Their
demands included:

(1) End martial law.

(2) Solidarity and cooperation with striking teachers.

(3) Unconditional release of all political prisoners.

(4) Iranian control of the oil industry.

(5) An end to discrimination against women employees and workers.
(6) Remedy for the excessive cost of housing

(7) The dissolution of the monarchy’s secret police, the SAVAK.%

Strikes continued in Iran throughout the end of the year, and in February 1979,
the monarchy fell.”” The Iranian Revolution was victorious, and the Islamic
Republic of Tran was established in the spring of 1979.7!

There are key lessons to be drawn from the Iranian example. At first, as in
most general strikes, workers began small and their impact was quite limited.”?
However, there seemed to be a tipping point at which time the strikes grew
almost exponentially.” It was also at that tipping point that the most vital sectors
of the economy—oil and gas—joined in the fight; their participation was
transformative, but it came noticeably late and was catalyzed by a variety of
other sectors.”*

Second, Iranian workers and the broader public were able to sustain a long
period of general strikes because the strikes were staggered and irregular across

7 Id. at 78. See generally Peyman Jafari, Fluid History: Oil Workers and the Iranian
Revolution, in WORKING FOR OIL: COMPARATIVE SOCIAL HISTORIES OF LABOR IN THE GLOBAL
OIL INDUSTRY 69, 69-98 (Touraj Atabaki, Elisabetta Bini & Kaveh Ehsani eds., 2018)
(detailing history of oil strikes in Iranian Revolution).

8 See Jafari, supra note 67, at 75 fig. 2 (showing significant drop in oil production in fall
of 1978, followed by brief recovery by early December before steep drop in production which
lingered through early 1979).

% Id. at 74, 87 (detailing growing list of demands by Iranian oil workers during revolution).

70 ERVAND ABRAHAMIAN, A HISTORY OF MODERN IRAN 162 (2008) (“The final scene in the
drama came on the afternoon of February 11, when Tehran Radio made the historic
statement . . . . Two days of street fighting had completed the destruction of the 53-year-old
dynasty and the 2,500-year-old monarchy.”).

7l See id. at 162-64 (detailing political process which created Islamic Republic).

72 See ERVAND ABRAHAMIAN, IRAN BETWEEN Two REVOLUTIONS 496-521 (1982)
(describing gradual intensification of protests and strikes through revolutionary period).

73 See id. at 505 (describing “street protests multiplied” as revolutionaries and working
people pushed back against existing regime).

74 See Jafari, supra note 67, at 71 (describing how first oil strikes began nine months after
the revolutionary movement began, and only after turning point of Black Friday).
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industry, across geography, and even across time.”* Vital industries like banking
struck irregularly, leaving senior officials to ensure the public’s access to
funds.”® Staggered striking was crucial because strikes can drain workers and
exhaust the general public: To be victorious, strikes must be sustainable, and to
be sustainable, they must be staggered.

Third, the Iranian general strikers built on one another’s demands and worked
across sectors to support each other, enabling them to stretch their demands
beyond the workplace.”” An end to martial law and the release of political
prisoners were non-sectoral demands, seemingly exogenous to the worker-
manager dynamic, but it was those demands that amplified and accelerated the
revolutionary motor of the masses.”

Although distinct across both geography and history, each case study above
exposes the necessity of localized tactics, strategic use of time, careful crafting
of demands beyond narrow workplace or community concerns, and thoughtful
collaboration with allies both domestically and abroad. Ultimately, both
Trinidad and Tobago and Iran show us that the general strike, if done well, can
be a force of liberation even in the face of a violent enemy.

II. THE GENERAL STRIKE TODAY: ASSESSING OBJECTIVE CONDITIONS AND
OVERCOMING BARRIERS

Higher education is one of the fastest growing sectors of organized labor.” In
fact, “[bletween 2012 and 2024, the number of unionized faculty [in U.S. higher
education] grew by 7.5 percent.”®® During that same period, the number of
unionized graduate student employees increased by 133%.8! Historically,
participants in the educational space, including those within higher education
such as university faculty and graduate students, have played a key role in labor
activities.®? Public sector workers in particular are more likely than private sector

75 See KURZMAN, supra note 46, at 113-14 (describing intermittent strikes of airlines,
customs officials, banks, and telecommunications workers).

76 Id. at 78 (“The banks were open some days and striking others, so that ‘twelve of the
most senior executives were obliged to carry out the most menial but essential functions to
keep the country’s banking system in operation . . . .””).

77 See Jafari, supra note 67, at 74 (“Opposition against political repression in the workplace
and in the wider society, as well as against the foreign domination of Iran, motivated oil
workers as well.”).

8 See id. at 73-74 (describing how politicization of oil strikes intensified revolution).

79 See Mary Ellen Flannery, The Union Boom in Higher Education!, NEATODAY (Sep. 18,
2024), https://www.nea.org/ nea-today/ all-news-articles/ union- boom- higher- education
[https://perma.cc/7V6Y-AQLS] (reporting drastic increases in graduate student and faculty
unionization since 2012).

80 1d.

81 1d.

82 See Andrias, supra note 4 (detailing extensive graduate student and teacher involvement
in labor organizing); see also DENNIS GAFFNEY, TEACHERS UNITED: THE RISE OF NEW YORK
STATE UNITED TEACHERS 25-27 (2007) (detailing efforts by New York City teachers who
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workers to seek the common good.?? Unfortunately, however, many of these
individuals are located in states where public sector strikes are prohibited.?*
While private sector strikes are lawful in the United States, most states and
the federal government have banned public sector strikes.® Public sector unions
came under a concerted and focused attack after the 2008 financial collapse,
when opponents argued that government workers were “elites” whose pay and
pensions were too high.%¢ Some called government employment a conspiracy
against the taxpayer, which furthered conservative rhetoric aiming to defang the
labor movement.®” The legal strategy of this larger political effort culminated in

called out of work and led picket lines in 1960s); MARJORIE MURPHY, BLACKBOARD UNIONS:
THE AFT AND THE NEA, 1900-1980, at 212-14 (1992) (celebrating how after several
additional strikes, New York teachers won significant wage increases and improved working
conditions in 1960s). See generally John P. Lloyd, Teachers’ Strikes, in THE ENCYCLOPEDIA
OF STRIKES IN AMERICAN HISTORY 252, 252-65 (Aaron Brenner, Benjamin Day & Immanuel
Ness eds., 2009) (chronicling unionization of teachers and increasing activism through strikes
over 20th century).

83 See Andrias, supra note 4 (“Public sector unions [in the early 1970s] often framed their
issues as social issues. They understood they needed community support and fared the best
when they identified their demands as meeting the needs of all workers and citizens.”); see
also PAUL JOHNSTON, SUCCESS WHILE OTHERS FAIL: SOCIAL MOVEMENT UNIONISM AND THE
PUBLIC WORKPLACE 12 (1994) (“Public workers’ movements are constrained to frame their
claims as ‘public needs’—legitimate and administrable—and to align with and even assemble
coalitions around these public needs, turning bargaining into a political debate over public
policy.”).

84 See Andrias, supra note 4 (listing states where public sector unions, like teachers’
unions, are illegal); see also JOE BURNS, STRIKE BACK: USING THE MILITANT TACTICS OF
LABOR’S PAST TO REIGNITE PUBLIC SECTOR UNIONISM TODAY 16 (2014) (“Public workers in
the United States have a long history of strike activity, even though striking was illegal for
public sector employees in every jurisdiction in the United States until the late 1960s.”);
RICHARD C. KEARNEY & PATRICE M. MARESCHAL, LABOR RELATIONS IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR
14 (5th ed. 2014) (“When intensive lobbying by postal workers and their organizations
continued, much to the annoyance of the executive branch and some members of Congress,
President Theodore Roosevelt retaliated in 1902 with his infamous gag rule forbidding all
federal employees from seeking congressional legislation in their own behalf, directly or
indirectly, individually or through their [labor] organizations . ...”); JOSEPH E. SLATER,
PUBLIC WORKERS: GOVERNMENT EMPLOYEE UNIONS, THE LAW, AND THE STATE, 1900-1962,
at 119 (2004) (asserting public worker strikes were “illegal, unpopular, and usually
unsuccessful,” while private sector strikes were conducted “effectively”).

85 See Mark Lieberman, MAP: Where School Employees Can and Can 't Strike, ED.WEEK
(Mar. 16, 2023) https://www.edweek.org/leadership/map-where-school-employees-can-and-
cant-strike/ 2023/ 03 [https:// perma.cc/ J83G-8LFZ] (mapping which states prohibit public-
sector strikes by school employees).

86 See Kate Andrias, Janus’s Two Faces, 2018 Sup. CT. REv. 21, 25 (introducing
conservative argument that public-sector union contracts are becoming too expensive for
cities and states to sustain). See generally STEVEN GREENHUT, PLUNDER!: HOwW PUBLIC
EMPLOYEE UNIONS ARE RAIDING TREASURIES, CONTROLLING OUR LIVES, AND BANKRUPTING
THE NATION (2009) (making conservative argument against public sector unions).

87 See generally STEVEN MALANGA, SHAKEDOWN: THE CONTINUING CONSPIRACY AGAINST
THE AMERICAN TAXPAYER (2010) (contending public-sector unions take taxpayer money and
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Janus v. American Federation of State, County, & Municipal Employees,
Council 31.38

New York, one of the states that has banned public sector strikes, is especially
important to this discussion because of its role in the national economy and its
significant prohibition on public sector strikes through what is referred to as the
Taylor Law of 1967.8° New York’s prohibition on striking followed a national
trend present long before the 2008 financial collapse.”®

The New York City metropolitan area is the largest urban economy in the
world and a global financial capital.®! It is the most populated city in the United
States, with a recorded population of approximately 8.5 million.”> New York
also boasts the greatest income disparity of any major U.S. city,”® and a racial
wealth gap larger than that of the United States as a whole.*

bankrupt states in effort to perpetuate big government and public spending); MALLORY
FACTOR, SHADOWBOSSES: GOVERNMENT UNIONS CONTROL AMERICA AND ROB TAXPAYERS
BLIND (2012) (alleging labor unions have infiltrated government and corrupted political
process).

88 585 U.S. 878 (2018); see Andrias, supra note 4 (“In 2012, the conservative majority on
the Supreme Court took up the cause, granting certiorari in cases presenting the
constitutionality of public sector union fees, despite the absence of any circuit splits.”); see
also, e.g., Knox v. Serv. Emps. Int’l Union, Loc. 1000, 567 U.S. 298, 322 (2012) (holding
California law allowing unions to bill nonmembers for chargeable expenses violated First
Amendment’s protection against compelled speech). A series of cases, including Knox,
culminated in the Court’s holding in Janus that dissenting workers have a First Amendment
right not to pay fees to a union, even if the union is obligated to represent those workers in
bargaining and grievance procedures. See Janus, 585 U.S. at 929-30 (finding states and
public-sector unions may not extract agency fees from nonconsenting employees).

89 Public Employees’ Fair Employment Act (Taylor Law), N.Y. CIv. SERV. LAW §§ 200-
215 (McKinney 2026) (“[T]he purpose of this act [is] to promote harmonious and cooperative
relationships between government and its employees and to protect the public by assuring, at
all times, the orderly and uninterrupted operations and functions of government.”).

%0 See Herbert Hoffman, Right of Public Employees to Strike, 16 DEPAUL L. REV. 151, 151
(1966) (noting as of 1966, “[clourt decisions almost uniformly deny public employees the
right to strike”).

%1 See Eric Badertscher, New York City, New York, EBSCO (2024), https://www.ebsco.co
m/research-starters/geography-and-cartography/new-york-city-new-york [https:// perma.cc/2
4NN-EVY]J] (describing New York City metro area as largest urban economy in world, with
GDP of over $1.87 trillion).

92 New York City, New York, U.S. CENsUS BUREAU (July 1, 2024), https://www.census.gov
/quickfacts/fact/table/newyorkcitynewyork/PST(045224.

93 See James Parrott, As Income Gap Widens, New York Grows Apart, GOTHAM GAZETTE
(Jan. 18, 2011), https://www.gothamgazette.com/economy/683-as-incomes-gap-widens-new-
york-grows-apart [https://perma.cc/48V5-7QTQ)] (asserting New York has greatest income
disparity of any major U.S. city, with top 1% of population receiving 44% of all income).

94 See BRAD LANDER, N.Y.C. COMPTROLLER, THE RACIAL WEALTH GAP IN NEW YORK 6
(2023), https://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/The-Racial-Wealth-Gap-
in-New-York.pdf [https://perma.cc/V8AD-YL4Z] (reporting Black residents of city less than
half as likely to own home than white residents).
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From an economic perspective, therefore, it is no surprise that New York is
the most unionized state in the mainland United States,® and the tri-state area is
the most unionized metropolitan area in the U.S.%® The state also hosts some of
the largest unions in the country: United University Professions (“UUP”) is the
nation’s largest higher education union, representing over 42,000 academic and
professional workers across twenty-nine State University of New York
(“SUNY™) campuses;”’ District Council 37 is New York City’s largest public
sector employee union;”® and the Professional Staff Congress (“PSC”)
representing faculty and staff at the City University of New York (“CUNY”)
and the CUNY Research Foundation® is one of the largest public sector higher
education unions in the country.

But public sector workers in New York are prohibited from striking. The
Taylor Law, which became effective in 1967, allows state employees in New
York the right to unionize but prohibits strikes.!%® The penalties for striking
workers include a two-for-one penalty “which means they can be required to pay
a penalty of two days wages for each day . . . in which they are found to have
engaged in a strike.”!%! The union itself can face significant fines and disruptions
to dues collection, and union leadership can face criminal charges.!??

95 See Hayley Brown & Emma Curchin, States of the Unions: The “Where” of the US
Labor Movement, CTR. ECON. POL’Y RSCH. (May 1, 2024), https://cepr.net/publications/states
-of-the-unions-the-where-of-the-us-labor-movement (highlighting Hawaii as only state more
unionized than New York).

9 See Jonathan Jones, The Most Unionized Cities in America, CONSTRUCTION COVERAGE
(Oct. 21, 2025), https://constructioncoverage.com/research/most-unionized-cities-in-america
(highlighting New York metropolitan area as United States region with highest union
membership rate).

7 Historical Overview of UUP, UUP, https://uupinfo.org/history [https://perma.cc/76E5-
BYNK] (last visited May 7, 2026) (“UUP represents more than 42,000 members on 29 state-
operated SUNY campuses and System Administration.”).

%8 About Us, DiST. COUNCIL 37 AFSCME/ALF-CIO, https://dc37.net/our-union/who-we-
are [https://perma.cc/ JWIR-BZY V] (last visited May 7, 2026) (describing organization as
New York City’s largest union).

9 About Us, PSC CUNY, https://psc-cuny.org/about-us [https://perma.cc/ ZH8Z-GE69]
(last visited May 7, 2026) (noting union represents thirty thousand faculty and staff at CUNY
and CUNY Research Foundation).

100 NY. Crv. SERv. LAw § 200 (McKinney 2026); see also About the Taylor Law and
Board, Pus. EMP’T REL. BD., https://perb.ny.gov/about-taylor-law-and-board [https://perma.c
¢/9JYM-BUAS] (last visited May 7, 2026).

101 See Kate Stickles, Understanding the Taylor Law and What Could Be Considered
Punishable Strike Action for Public Employees, N.Y. STATE PUB. EMP. FED’N (Dec. 21, 2022),
https://communicator.pef.org/issue/volume-40-no-10/understanding-the-taylor-law-and-wha
t-could-be-considered-punishable-strike-action-for-public-employees [https://perma.cc/7S2L
-CPSH].

102 See id.; Damon Stetson, Failures and Successes: 8 Years of Taylor Law, N.Y. TIMES
(Sep. 13, 1975), https://www.nytimes.com/1975/09/13/archives/failures-and-successes-8-yea
rs-of-taylor-law.html (“The Public Employment Relations Board reported that since the law
was passed there had been 15 cases in which union officials were sentenced to jail.”).
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The rationales against public sector strikes are extensive, and unions have
argued that the prohibition violates the rights of public sector workers.
Specifically, “some courts have stated that public-employee strikes deny the
government’s authority or constitute a rebellion against it.”'9 Of course, the
critique of this argument is that a rational union will not strike unless it expects
to benefit, and rebellion for rebellion’s sake without opportunity for gain or
advancement of workers’ objectives would be a poor use of a union’s
resources. 04

Another rationale of the ban is that if public employees exert pressure on their
employer to obtain a greater share of its profit, the not-for-profit mythology of
the United States government could be called into question. !

And finally, some argue that public services are essential and therefore public-
employee strikes, taken to the logical extreme, threaten the collapse of societal
functioning.!%® But “[p]ublic services vary as to essentiality; many privately-
operated services are more essential than public ones.”'?7 Ultimately, very few
public employees today hold the right to strike, which poses an alarming
inequality between the rights of public and private employees because the latter
group is receiving governmental protection of the right to strike.!%8

In this legal and political climate, high-impact litigation at either the state or
federal level to reclaim public sector workers’ right to strike is not wise, as the
balance of power overwhelmingly favors the capitalist bourgeoisie. The only
meaningful resolution to such an imbalance is “all power to the people,” as the
Black Panther Party once proclaimed.'”” And the power of the masses is best
expressed through the general strike. But a general strike without public sector
workers in powerful states like New York, or without federal government
workers, lacks teeth. Public sector workers have proven their centrality in

103 See Ronen Perry, Strike-Out, 68 ALA. L. REV. 445, 480 (2016).

104 See id. at 469-70 (describing generally cost-benefit balancing of labor law
relationships).

105 See id. at 480 (“[T]he idea that public employees exert pressure on their employer to
obtain a greater share of its profit runs counter to the notion that the government does not
carry out its tasks for profit.”).

106 7. at 481.

107 See Kurt L. Hanslowe & John L. Acierno, Law and Theory of Strikes by Government
Employees, 67 CORN. L. REv. 1055, 1070 (1982).

108 See Developments in the Law—Public Employment, 97 HArv. L. REv 1611, 1701-18
(1984) (describing imbalance between public and private sector strike rights and government
role in supporting or withholding such rights).

199 The Black Power Era: All Power to the People!, NAT’L MUSEUM AFR. AM. HIST. &
CULTURE, https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/stories/all-power-people [https://perma.cc/LLZ5-M
Y33] (last visited May 7, 2026) (“Everything the Party members did . . . was based on a
revolutionary love for the people. Their rallying cry was and is, ‘All power to the people!””).
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stopping the wheels of the status quo in the United States.!!° It is imperative to
bypass the courts and find ways to empower them to strike.!!!

Of course, public sector workers often strike illegally. This is perhaps the
most powerful type of strike—the one that is unlawful but persists. It does not
come without its challenges, however.''> And in any case, U.S. workers often
continue to be too timid to act outside the realm of the lawful. That may change,
but waiting until then carries great risks. Thus, policy advocacy must be
deployed to create space for strike action.

Notably, under New York law, a reviewing court will not generally disturb
the Public Employment Relations Board’s (“PERB”) findings of a strike!!3,
unless circumstances require such action.''* In Local 252, Transportation
Workers Union v. New York State Public Employment Relations Board,'" the
union president instructed drivers to refuse to operate buses that violated traffic
safety laws.!1® After a collective bargaining agreement was reached, the New
York State Public Employment Relations Board filed an unlawful strike charge
against the union.!'” On appeal, New York’s highest court upheld the

110 Cf Diana S. Reddy, “There Is No Such Thing as an Illegal Strike”’: Reconceptualizing
the Strike in Law and Political Economy, 130 YALE L.J.F. 421, 421-59 (2021) (discussing
surge in numbers and power held by unions broadly and public unions specifically in United
States).

T See id. at 455-56 (discussing ways strikes are moving beyond preexisting frameworks
and laws to produce meaningful change).

12 See, e.g., Luke Burbank, Fine Imposed on Striking N.Y.C. Transit Union, NPR (Dec.
20, 2005, at 00:00 ET), https://www.npr.org/2005/12/20/5063323/fine-imposed-on-striking-
n-y-c-transit-union [https://perma.cc/ QLN4-RUK6] (“A state judge imposes a $1 million a
day fine against the Transport Workers Union for defying a state law that prohibits strikes by
public employees.”); New York Fires 2,000 Prison Guards Who Refuse to Return to Work
After Wildcat Strike, NBC News (Mar. 11, 2025, at 04:05 ET), https://www.nbcnews.com/
news/us-news/new-york-fires-2000-prison-guards-refuse-return-work-wildcat-strike-rcnal9
5765 [https://perma.cc/52HA-EYUL] (“The walkout violates a state law barring strikes by
most public employees and was not sanctioned by the guards’ union.”).

113 The definition of a strike can be quite broad. See, e.g., Zarella v. Koch, 425 N.Y.S.2d
582,583 (App. Div. 1980) (finding rebuttable presumption if “an employee . . . is absent from
work without permission...on the date or dates when a strike occurs, [they] shall be
presumed to have engaged in [the] strike on such date or dates” (quoting N.Y. Civ. SERvV. LAW
§ 210 (McKinney 2026))).

114 See, e.g., Najee Walker, New York’s 58-Year-Old Taylor Law Protects Public Sector
Unions, N.Y. STATE PUB. EMP. FED’N (Apr. 3, 2025), https://communicator.pef.org/issue/volu
me-43-no-3/new-yorks-58-year-old-taylor-law-protects-public-sector-unions [https:// perma.
cc/TQ2Z-PHQE] (“PERB’s decision to impose penalties can be challenged in court, but it is
historically rare for them to be overturned.”).

115 448 N.E.2d 116 (N.Y. 1983).

116 See id. at 117 (“[I]n November [of 1979], the president of the union instructed the bus
drivers at ‘safety classes’ that they did not have to operate buses which violated the
requirements of the Vehicle and Traffic Law.”).
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decision.!'® More recently, in Buffalo Teachers Federation, Inc. v. New York
State Public Employment Relations Board,'" the court affirmed PERB’s ruling
that the Buffalo Teachers Federation’s actions violated the Taylor Law.!20

In other words, PERB and similar boards are a worthy target of a policy
campaign with the ultimate goal of creating space for strikes. This can be done
by targeting the boards outright, or packing the boards with supportive members.
There are many policy mechanisms at the disposal of the workers. But workers
must become more effective at deploying multiple strategies and tactics,
sometimes even simultaneously and assertively, to create space for their own
demands.

CONCLUSION

The general strikes in Trinidad and Tobago and Iran establish the objective
power of the general strike strategy. In fact, it appears that meaningful social
transformation that ensures redistribution of wealth, resources and social
services has the potential to be both plausible and long-lasting if brought about
by the general strike. This is a lesson that labor unions and their supporters in
the United States must internalize as they embark on a new stage of social
struggle.

18 See id. at 121.

119 173 N.Y.S.3d 83 (App. Div. 2022).

120 See id. at 86 (“In our view, the foregoing evidence amply supports the conclusion that,
in violation of the Taylor Law, LaRusch and the 15 other absent teachers engaged in a

concerted slowdown or stoppage of work as part of a coordinated effort to obtain a safer work
environment . . . .”).



