
The Growth of Unions
Worker’s Rights

Learning 
Objectives
Identify John L. Lewis and his 
accomplishments

Explain the purpose of the AFL-CIO

Identify A. Philip Randolph and his 
accomplishments

Describe the events of the Memorial 
Day Massacre

la·bor un·ion
ˈlābər ˈyo͞onyən/
noun

1. an organized association of workers, often 
in a trade or profession, formed to protect 
and further their rights and interests.

AFL-CIO
What is it?

The American Federation of 
Labor–Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (AFL-CIO) is an 
American federation of independent 
labour unions formed in 1955 by the 
merger of the AFL (founded 1886), 
which originally organized workers 
in craft unions, and the CIO 
(founded 1935), which organized 
workers by industries.

Source: 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/American-Federation-of-Labor-Congress-of-Indust
rial-Organizations

Era of Expansion
The 1920s marked the first period of economic prosperity that lacked a parallel 
expansion of unionism. During the Great Depression and into the early 1930s, 
growth in union enrollments slowed. 

The administration of Pres. Franklin D. Roosevelt, however, brought new 
opportunities for labour. The new political climate, marked by the passage of the 
1935 Wagner Act, prevented employers from interfering with union activities and 
created the National Labor Relations Board to foster union organization and 
collective bargaining. 

As a result, the U.S. labour movement entered a new era of unprecedented growth.

Source: 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/American-Federation-of-Labor-Congress-of-Indust
rial-Organizations
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John Lewis
and the
CIO

Synopsis
“President of the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA) from 1920 until 1960 
and founding president of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), John 
Llewellyn Lewis was the dominant voice shaping the labor movement in the 1930s.

 The CIO owed its existence in large measure to Lewis, who was a tireless and 
effective advocate of industrial unionism and of government assistance in 
organizing basic industry.”

Source: http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/John-L.-Lewis-1880-1969

Personal Life
John L. Lewis was born in Lucas, Iowa, on Feb.12, 
1880, to Tom Lewis, a coal miner from Wales, 
and Ann Watkins, the daughter of a founder of 
the local Mormon church (RLDS). 

The first of seven children, Lewis completed 
nearly 10 years of formal education before 
joining his father in the mines at age 16. 

As a young man, Lewis served as the recording 
secretary of UMWA Local 1933. In 1901 he 
headed West, where he "rode the rails" for four 
years and experienced firsthand the hardships of 
workers across the country. 

Lewis returned to Lucas in 1905, and in 1907 
married Myrta Edith Bell, the eldest daughter of 
one of Lucas County's most respected citizens.

In later life, Lewis would credit Bell, with whom 
he had three children, as the single most 
important influence on his life.

The Lewises moved to Panama, Ill., where John 
was elected president of UMWA Local 1475. 
Lewis lobbied the Illinois legislature on behalf of 
workers' compensation and mine safety 
legislation, coming to the attention of Samuel 
Gompers, president of the American Federation 
of Labor (AFL).

Source: http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/John-L.-Lewis-1880-1969

A Union Man
Hired as a national organizer and field representative, Lewis served the federation 
from 1910 to 1916, while working closely with the incumbent UMWA president, John 
P. White, to defeat socialist and radical insurgents seeking to control the union.

White named Lewis UMWA international statistician at the beginning of 1917. An 
able analyst and effective negotiator, Lewis quickly emerged as the dominant 
figure within the union's leadership. 

Cooperating with federal efforts to regulate mining production and labor relations 
during World War I, Lewis helped win substantial wage increases for miners in the 
central bituminous coal fields. 

Source: http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/John-L.-Lewis-1880-1969
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Taking the Lead
In the fall of 1917, after the appointment of the UMWA president to a position on the 
Federal Fuel Board, Lewis became the union's new vice president. He became 
acting president of the UMWA in 1919 and formally took over the job in 1920, when 
his predecessor resigned.

Lewis now led the largest and most influential union in the country. In the early 1920s, Lewis 
used the nation's dependence on coal to maintain union membership despite severe 
economic downturns in the industry. 

He also guided the miners through a successful five-month strike to preserve the wage gains 
they had won during the war. The unionized mines faced intense competition from nonunion 
operators, however, and the entire industry suffered from the destructive effects of an 
unregulated boom-and-bust production cycle. 

Source: http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/John-L.-Lewis-1880-1969

 1940s JOHN L. LEWIS TESTIFIES AT COAL INQUIRY 
WASHINGTON DC WS House Labor Subcommittee hearing

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J741fLCJkAQ

Expanding the Union
Gambling the union's dwindling treasury on an 
all-out organizing drive, Lewis flooded the 
coalfields with the message: "The President 
wants you to join the union!" Scarcely three 
months after the National Recovery 
Administration was established, 92 percent of all 
the country's coal miners were organized. 

Lewis next sought support from the AFL to 
organize other mass-production industries. His 
motion to make the AFL's Executive Council 
more representative was defeated at the AFL's 
1933 convention, but when a similar motion 
passed in 1934, Lewis was named to the 
expanded council. 

Initially optimistic about the future of industrial 
unionism in the federation, by the following May 
Lewis concluded that the federation's 
entrenched leadership was neither willing nor 
able to organize workers. At the 1935 
convention, he led a no-holds-barred assault on 
the old guard, demanding they make good on 
their promises to organize and charter industrial 
unions. 

Source: http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/John-L.-Lewis-1880-1969

On the Offensive
When his proposals were defeated, Lewis intentionally provoked Carpenters 
President William Hutcheson into calling him a name. Lewis leaped a row of chairs 
and knocked Hutcheson to the ground with a right to the nose. The blow sealed 
the breach between the AFL and the CIO and signaled to millions of workers across 
the country that they had a new champion in John L. Lewis.

Making full use of his instant notoriety, Lewis committed UMWA funds to support 
organizing drives in the rubber, auto and steel industries.

In 1938, the CIO held its founding convention and elected Lewis its first president. 
Inspired by his stirring oratory and his bold demands on corporate power, millions 
of workers revered Lewis as the conscience of American industry and the 
embodiment of the new power of labor.

Source: http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/John-L.-Lewis-1880-1969
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Disillusionment and Final Years
By the end of World War II, however, Lewis' national stature had diminished.

In 1942, he broke with the industrial union movement he had helped create and took the UMWA out of the 
CIO.

Thereafter, Lewis largely devoted himself to the UMWA, remaining a bold and visionary labor leader. Bitter 
mine strikes in 1943 and 1946 earned him the enmity of many, but Lewis persisted. 

. In 1948, the UMWA won an historic agreement establishing medical and pension benefits for miners, 
financed in part by a royalty on every ton of coal mined. The union also acknowledged management's right 
to automate and to close unprofitable operations. In return, it secured high wages and expanded benefits in 
the remaining mines.

In the 1950s, Lewis won periodic wage and benefit increases for miners and led the campaign for the first 
Federal Mine Safety Act in 1952. Lewis retired as president of the UMWA in 1960 and died at his home in 
Alexandria, Va., in 1969. Source: 

http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/John-L.-Lewis-1880-1969

A. Philip 
Randolph

Youth
Asa Philip Randolph was born April 15, 1889, in Crescent City, Fla., the second son 
of the Rev. James William Randolph, a tailor and ordained minister in the African 
Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, and Elizabeth Robinson Randolph, a skilled 
seamstress. In 1891, the family moved to Jacksonville, which had a thriving, 
well-established African American community. 

From his father, Randolph learned that color was less important than a person's 
character and conduct. From his mother, he learned the importance of education 
and of defending oneself physically, if necessary. Randolph remembered vividly the 
night his mother sat in the front room of their house with a loaded shotgun across 
her lap, while his father tucked a pistol under his coat and went off to prevent a 
mob from lynching a man in the local county jail.

Source: http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/Asa-Philip-Randolph-1889-1979

Early Activism

Randolph joined the Socialist Party and began to harangue the crowds at Harlem's 
soapbox corner (135th Street and Lenox Avenue) about socialism and the 
importance of militant class-consciousness. In January 1917, William White, 
president of the Headwaiters and Sidewaiters Society of Greater New York, asked 
them to edit a monthly magazine for the society, Hotel Messenger. Randolph and 
Owen dropped "Hotel" from the masthead and in November 1917 published the first 
issue of the Messenger, which soon became known as "one of the most brilliantly 
edited magazines in the history of American Negro journalism."

Source: http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/Asa-Philip-Randolph-1889-1979
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Mini Biography 
(Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TjxN2XjUo0U)

The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters
Their magazine provided an outlet 
for those who, like Randolph and 
Owen, were opposed to both the 
cautious elitism of the NAACP and 
the utopian populism of Marcus 
Garvey's United Negro 
Improvement Association. By now 
established figures in the Socialist 
Party in New York, Randolph and 
Owen embarked on a nationwide 
anti-war speaking tour in 1918 that 
brought them to the attention of the 
U.S. Department of Justice and 
almost got them arrested.

In June 1925, a group of Pullman porters, the all-black service 
staff of the Pullman sleeping cars, approached Randolph and 
asked him to lead their new organization, the Brotherhood of 
Sleeping Car Porters. Randolph agreed. 

Besides his abiding interest in and knowledge of unions, 
Randolph's primary qualification for the job was his reputation 
for incorruptibility and the fact that he was not a Pullman 
Company employee—meaning the company could not fire him 
or buy him off. For the next 10 years, Randolph led an arduous 
campaign to organize the Pullman porters, which resulted in the 
certification of the BSCP as the exclusive collective bargaining 
agent of the Pullman porters in 1935. 

Randolph called it the "first victory of Negro workers over a 
great industrial corporation."

Source: http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/Asa-Philip-Randolph-1889-1979

Pressing the President
In December 1940, with President Franklin Roosevelt refusing to issue an executive 
order banning discrimination against black workers in the defense industry, 
Randolph called for "10,000 loyal Negro American citizens" to march on 
Washington, D.C. Support grew so quickly that soon he was calling for 100,000 
marchers to converge on the capital. 

Pressed to take action, President Roosevelt issued an executive order on June 25, 
1941, six days before the march was to occur, declaring "there shall be no 
discrimination in the employment of workers in defense industries or government 
because of race, creed, color, or national origin." Roosevelt also set up the Fair 
Employment Practices Commission to oversee the order.

“True father of the civil rights movement”
Six years later, after the passage of the Selective 
Service Act of 1947, Randolph demanded that the 
government integrate the armed forces. He founded 
the League for Nonviolent Civil Disobedience 
Against Military Segregation and urged young men, 
both black and white, to "refuse to cooperate with a 
Jim Crow conscription service." 

Threatened with widespread civil disobedience and 
needing the black vote in his 1948 re-election 
campaign, President Harry Truman on July 26, 1948, 
ordered an end to military discrimination "as quickly 
as possible."

The March on Washington movement and Randolph's call 
for civil disobedience to end segregation in the armed 
forces helped convince the next generation of civil rights 
activists that nonviolent protests and mass 
demonstrations were the best way to mobilize public 
pressure. Randolph was, in this sense, the true "father of 
the civil rights movement" in the United States. 

Randolph was elected a vice president of the newly 
merged AFL-CIO in 1955. He used his position to push for 
desegregation and respect for civil rights inside the labor 
movement as well as outside. He was one of the 
founders of the Negro American Labor Council and 
served as its president. In 1964 he was awarded the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom by President Johnson.

Source: http://www.aflcio.org/About/Our-History/Key-People-in-Labor-History/Asa-Philip-Randolph-1889-1979
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Memorial
Day 
Massacre

Chicago- 1937
Carrying American flags and singing union songs, the marchers-- men, women and a few 
youngsters--formed a long line as they crossed the grassy field.

Their destination was the main gate at Republic Steel's South Chicago plant on the city's 
Southeast Side, but facing them were about 150 Chicago police. It was a hot and sticky 
Memorial Day that soon would get even hotter.Beyond the police was the massive steel plant, 
the only one in the Chicago area that had stayed open during a bitter nationwide showdown 
between a number of steel companies and the Steel Workers Organizing Committee, which 
was trying to unionize the plants.

A combative mood was in the air. The nascent steelworkers union was determined to win a 
contract. The owners were equally determined not to surrender to the union. Swinging riot 
clubs, the police had turned back another group of demonstrators two days earlier. Eighteen 
marchers had been injured.

Source: http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/politics/chi-chicagodays-republicsteelstrike-story-story.html

Chaos
This time, as about 200 of the marchers approached the police, angry words were 
exchanged. Rocks and bricks thrown by the strikers brought a flurry of tear gas 
from the police. Gunfire broke out, and the marchers scattered as the police 
charged into their line. By the time things calmed, 10 marchers lay dead. Forty 
police officers were injured. At least 60 marchers were hurt or wounded, some shot 
from behind. Police said they were fired upon by the strikers, but hospital reports 
showed no gun wounds among the police.

In the aftermath, charges and counter-charges flew. Police said the march had 
been well-orchestrated. The demonstrators said they had acted spontaneously, 
stirred by anger over the number of people hurt by police during the prior 
confrontation. City and police officials denied charges of police brutality and 
blamed the whole incident on communists and radicals.

Reaction and Resolution
A Paramount photographer captured some of the mayhem, but the company refused to 
release the newsreel, saying it might incite audiences to riot. 

The St. Louis Post-Dispatch published an account of someone who had seen the suppressed 
film, describing the police firing on the marchers without warning and beating up the marchers 
in a "businesslike" way. A congressional investigation later condemned the police for using 
excessive force.

Shortly after Memorial Day, the strike folded as workers streamed back to their jobs in 
Chicago and elsewhere. Ultimately, however, the union won its contract. But in all of the 
nation's labor wars, the few minutes of strife in front of a Chicago steel mill rank among the 
bloodiest.

Source: http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/politics/chi-chicagodays-republicsteelstrike-story-story.html
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Review
Who is John L. Lewis? What is he remember for?

Explain the purpose of the AFL-CIO

Who is A. Philip Randolph? What is he remember for?

What happened during the Memorial Day Massacre of 1937?


