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Abstract:
The article presents an overview of labor unions in the U.S. Such organizations are comprised of workers who join together in order to negotiate with employers with a single voice on several issues, such as labor contracts. According to union supporters, individual workers do not have the power against large businesses and corporations to gain fair wages and benefits. A history of labor unions in the country is presented, as well as related terms and their definitions.

Unions: Overview 

Unions are organizations of workers who join together in order to negotiate with employers with a single voice. Unions negotiate labor contracts, represent workers in disputes with employers, and lobby politicians for laws favorable to workers. When unions cannot reach an agreement with an employer, they often organize labor strikes.
Union supporters argue that individual workers are powerless against large businesses and corporations. In order to gain fair wages and benefits, workers must bargain collectively. The threat of walk-outs, strikes, or lost productivity often forces employers to meet the union's demands. Union supporters argue that workers do not receive fair compensation for their work if they are not represented by a union.
Corporations and business are generally opposed to unions in the workplace. Many believe that unions slow productivity and protect incompetent workers. In addition, unions cost businesses money because of lost revenue from strikes. Unions have also forced many businesses to offer employees expensive benefits such as health insurance, retirement pensions, and paid vacations. Many companies feel that by negotiating with unions, they lose money that could be used to build their business.
In the United States, unions are traditionally allied with liberal politicians and the Democratic Party. In contrast, large corporations typically support conservative Republican politicians. Historically, union opponents have accused union members of having communist sympathies. Over the last forty years, unions have lost members as manufacturing jobs such as those found in automobile factories have been sent out of the country. Unions have attempted to regain power by organizing low-income workers at Wal-Mart, fast food restaurants, hotels and other service jobs, with mixed results.
Understanding the Discussion
Industrialization: The economic movement that shifted the United States from an agricultural economy to a manufacturing economy in the nineteenth century.
Living Wage: The minimum income that allows an individual or family to live above the poverty line.
New Deal: A series of reforms enacted under President Franklin D. Roosevelt during the 1930s in order to end the Great Depression.
Scabs: A derisive term for workers hired by employers to take the jobs of striking union employees.
Wage Laborer: A laborer who works for another individual or business (in effect selling his or her labor to an employer, who owns the products of that labor) in order to make a living.
History
Prior to the 1800s, there were few unions in the United States. The first union was the Carpenter's Company of Philadelphia, founded in 1724. At that time, most Americans worked as individual craftsmen, such as blacksmiths, or owned a family farm; few worked for wages.
In the nineteenth century, factories began operating throughout the northern section of the United States. With the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, large numbers of workers began moving from the country to the city in order to take wage jobs at these factories. European immigrants also began landing in cities like Boston and New York seeking factory jobs. These workers faced harsh, unhealthy conditions. They worked long days (often sixteen hours), and worked alongside children. It was during this era that unions began to form in large numbers.
The first union to represent workers of multiple trades was the Mechanics Union of Philadelphia, formed in 1827. Workers in other cities began to form collective unions, and fought for a ten-hour workday. Most of these unions were comprised of white, skilled craftsmen, but unskilled men and women also formed unions during this time. Employers fought the unions by charging union leaders with conspiracy, often resulting in prison sentences.
As unions grew during the mid-nineteenth century, they often worked to keep women, children, and immigrants (all of whom worked for lower wages) out of factories. Unions considered these groups a threat to white male wage laborers.
During the Civil War, union membership continued to increase. By 1870, approximately 300,000 workers belonged to unions. However, racism, economic recession, and legal actions by employers cut the number of union members down to 50,000 by 1877. Employers often broke union strikes by using immigrants and African American workers as scabs.
During the 1880s, large-scale unions led by the Knights of Labor argued for a new wage system that gave workers greater freedom to choose who they worked for, what hours they would work, and what their working conditions were like. During a May 1886 strike organized by the Knights of Labor, a riot broke out in Chicago's Haymarket Square. Anarchists associated with the group were convicted of throwing a bomb into a crowd of people. After the riot, support for the Knights of Labor waned.
From the 1880s to the 1920s, the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and the International Workers of the World (IWW) led a series of organizational campaigns and strikes against large business interests such as steel and railroad companies. Strikes were often met with violence from police and private security companies such as the Pinkerton Detective Agency.
While the AFL organized mostly skilled white men, the IWW included women, immigrants, and African Americans. Both organizations fought for the eight-hour workday, the two-day weekend, improved working conditions, and an end to child labor.
In 1913, the U.S. government stepped in to protect the rights of workers by establishing the U.S. Department of Labor. After World War I, a wave of strikes broke out throughout the United States. Between 1919 and 1922, more than 10,000 strikes were held; most failed, however. Fears over communism led many people to turn away from unions, which were traditionally associated with alternative political philosophies. In addition, many union leaders were jailed, including American labor leader Eugene Victor Debs. Debs ran for president as a socialist several times.
Union support subsided until the Great Depression. In 1933, newly-elected President Franklin D. Roosevelt instituted a series of economic reforms called the New Deal, followed by the Second New Deal in 1935. One of these reforms, the Wagner Act, protected unions from government interference, banned employer threats against union members, and recognized the right of unions to exist and negotiate with employers. It also established the National Labor Relations Board, as an intermediary between employers and unions.
Union activity expanded dramatically following the New Deal. In 1935, the Committee for Industrial Organizations (CIO), a federation of several unions, was formed out of frustration with the tactics of the conservative AFL. The CIO supported the Democratic Party and helped Roosevelt win reelection to a second term in 1936. By the next year, the CIO had 3.7 million members. Its biggest success came that year, when it helped the United Auto Workers win a dispute with General Motors.
Following World War II, unions were accused of having communist sympathies. Cold War fears led many unions to expel their more liberal supporters. In 1947, Congress passed the Taft-Hartley Act, which banned many of the most successful union tactics, including sympathy strikes and mass picketing.
Throughout the 1950s and 60s, unions were able to maintain their membership and improve conditions for workers, but some unions were plagued by scandal. The Teamsters, a union of truck drivers, were accused of participating in organized crime, as were many other unions.
Eventually, unions expanded to include municipal workers and farm workers. Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta organized the National Farm Workers Association in California in the 1960s.
With the election of President Ronald Reagan in 1980, unions came under increasing criticism. Reagan fired many striking air traffic controllers in 1983. He supported business interests, and remade the National Labor Relations Board to favor corporations.
Unions Today
Since the 1980s, union membership in the United States has been in decline. Jobs typically held by union members, such as those in manufacturing, have been outsourced to countries with cheaper labor. Many industries have been deregulated and are often able to avoid union organizing. In addition, free trade agreements such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) have moved once-lucrative jobs out of the U.S.
Unions have tried to regain members by organizing unskilled and service workers, such as those in grocery stores and restaurants, with mixed success. Unions successfully organized janitors in Los Angeles in 2000. The Service Employees International Union (SEIU) has been successful by expanding its borders to employees throughout North American and expanding the workers they support. As of 2015, SEIU boasts more than 1.1 million health care workers, 1 million state and local government workers, and 250,000 property services workers. SEIU continues to look for opportunities to expand its ranks by organizing new groups of workers.
While still associated with the Democratic Party, unions often organize political campaigns with little support from mainstream politicians. Unions have organized academics to fight against sweatshop labor in both the United States and foreign countries, and have lobbied cities to institute living-wage laws. They have also been involved in anti-globalization campaigns, including the World Trade Organization protests in Seattle in 2000.
Leading up to the 2012 presidential election, unions paid more than $400 million in support of Barack Obama to support the survival of labor unions. This was a response to the ongoing decline of the labor movement in 2011 and 2012. The Bureau of Labor Statistics, for instance, reported that in 2011 only 11.8 percent of workers were union members. By 2017, that percentage had dropped to 10.7.
In 2011 and 2012, teacher unions began to weaken as many states attempted to weed out teachers who were no longer teaching effectively. Colorado and Nevada, for example, passed a law that allows the removal of a teacher's tenure after multiple years of poor ratings. There was also a widely publicized strike in Chicago on September 10, 2012, when the teachers union's 26,000 members protested unfair contracts and teacher evaluations. From February to March 2018, teachers in West Virginia went on strike over low wages and inadequate school budgets, among other concerns; they ultimately received a 5 percent pay raise. This inspired similar strikes in Arizona, Colorado, Kentucky, North Carolina, and Oklahoma, with varying degrees of success.
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