History of Unions
· Originated with craft unions – such as cigar makers, iron molders, hat finishers, skilled artisans, etc. who worked in small shops – previous to the Civil War with some dating back to the 1700’s
· Union movement took hold with the rise of the Industrial Revolution in the 1800’s
· First Child Labor Law passed in 1836 where children less than age 15 were prohibited from working in factories
· As work transformed from homes and fields to factories, workers worked 10 hours per day or more, six days per week.  At times, the business owners locked them inside the workplace to keep them working.
· Women, children, and African-Americans made considerably less than men – for doing the same work
· Workplace accidents were numerous, and compensation for workers who were hurt was unheard of
· With the rise of unions, actions such as strikes, boycotts, sit-ins, and violence resulted in many of today’s working conditions that both union members and non-union members enjoy – such as:
· Right to organize and join a union

· Collective bargaining

· 8-hour work day

· 5-day work week

· Overtime pay

· Higher wages

· Wage equality – women and minorities
· Worker’s Compensation

· Vacation leave

· Sick leave

· Paid holidays

· Health and Safety Legislation (OSHA)

· Safe working conditions
· Health insurance benefits

· Military (G.I.) Bill of Rights

· Pensions, 401(K)

· Social Security Act

· Unemployment benefits

· Family Medical Leave

· EEOC Commission

· Knights of Labor was founded in 1869 – goal was to increase negotiating power by organizing all American workers
· American Federation of Labor (AFL) was founded in 1886, spearheaded by Samuel Gompers – led member unions in struggles for shorter hours and higher wages.  He became known for his slogan at the bargaining table of “MORE!”
· By 1900, minority workers began to take a more active role in organized labor, forming the National Negro Business League
· In 1905, Mother Jones was key to the formation of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW).  Again the focus was higher wages and better working conditions
· By 1914, legislation began to support the efforts of American labor with the Clayton Antitrust Act, which Gompers called “Labor’s charter of freedom”.  The act included a section that declared unions could not be considered unlawful combinations and that strikes, boycotts, and picketing were not violations of federal law.
· The National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933 was designed to encourage collective bargaining for unions, set maximum work hours, establish minimum wage standards, and prohibit child labor in industry.  The Act was later overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court.
· In 1935, the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) was formed to address labor complaints.  Despite resistance by business owners, it received strong support by the Supreme Court.
· The Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) then emerged to unionize industries that had previously been opposed to unions – such as steel, automobile, textile, and public utilities.
· In 1938, the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) was passed to eliminate labor conditions that were detrimental to the living standards that were detrimental to the health, efficiency, and well-being of workers.  The act by 1945, provided for:
· 40-hour work week
· Minimum wage of 40¢ per hour
· Post World War II, employers decreased overtime versus lowering wages, which had the effect of lowering household incomes by 50%.  At the same time, Congress lifted the war-time price controls on basic commodities, which increased prices by 25%, causing a decline in “real wages” of 12% in one year.  As a result, renew strikes for higher wages in the coal, automobile, electric appliance, railroad, and steel industries ensued, provoking a strong anti-union reaction from the general public.  An anti-union backlash ensued – outlawing closed shops and making unions liable for damages caused by breach of contracts, and ordered “60-day “cooling off” periods in labor disputes.
· In 1947, the Michigan Legislature passed the Public Employee Relations Act (PERA) which allow employees in the public sector to form unions, and sit down at the bargaining table to negotiate wages, hours, and working conditions.
· The 1950’s life was good for the average American, as the result of the efforts of organized labor.  Despite a decline in unionism, the average worker worked less than 40 hours per week, received a 2-week paid vacation, and had twice the spendable income as the previous economic boom time in the 1920’s.  This contributed to a rapid expansion of the middle class.
· In the 1960’s with the movement of many industries to anti-union southern states and corruption within some unions, the American organized labor movement declined.  Between 1955 and 1968, the percentage of unionized workers in non-agricultural employment went from 33 % to 28%.

· Large corporations began to cater to the needs of their workforce in the mid-1960’sm and invested $4 billion to $100 billion in pension funds in the stock market.  Labor unions were complacent to this action.
· With the influx of immigrants in the 1970’s the economic gap widened between whites and minorities.  Immigrants accepted low-paying jobs that non-immigrants refused to take, which added strain to American labor.

· BY 1987, 55% of women worked outside of the home.  Women’s’ rights activists, often through unions, successfully fought for improvements in working conditions, including better provisions for maternity leave, higher public funding for day care, and legislation that made such costs tax deductible.

As you can see, unions played a large part in the rise of the middle class out of horrific working conditions, to the living and working standards of today, which both unionized and non-union employees enjoy.  Often, these benefits are taken for granted, until one examines how organized labor shaped and molded work life for all Americans. 
