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The Labor Movement in the 1920s 
Another severe post-war conflict formed between 

labor and management. During the war, the government 
wouldn’t allow workers to strike because nothing could 
interfere with the war effort. The American Federation of 
Labor (AFL) pledged to avoid strikes.  

However, 1919 saw more than 3,000 strikes during 
which some 4 million workers walked off the job. 
Employers didn’t want to give raises, nor did they want 

employees to join unions. Some employers, either out of a 
sincere belief or because they saw a way to keep wages 
down, attempted to show that union members were 
planning a revolution. Employers labeled striking workers 
as Communists. Newspapers screamed, “Plots to Establish 
Communism.” Three strikes in particular grabbed public 
attention.  

 

 

The Boston police had not been given a raise since 
the beginning of World War I. Among their many grievances 
was that they had been denied the right to unionize. When 
representatives asked for a raise and were fired, the 
remaining policemen decided to strike. Massachusetts 
governor Calvin Coolidge called out the National Guard. He 
said, “There is no right to strike  

against the public safety by anybody, anywhere, any time.” 
The strike ended but members weren’t allowed to return to 
work; new policemen were hired instead. People praised 
Coolidge for saving Boston, if not the nation, from 
communism and anarchy. In the 1920 election he became 
Warren G. Harding’s vice presidential running mate. 
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Workers in the steel mills wanted the right to negotiate 
for shorter working hours and a living wage. They also 
wanted union recognition and collective bargaining rights. In 
September 1919, the U.S. Steel Corporation refused to meet 
with union representatives. In response, over 300,000 
workers walked off their jobs. Steel companies hired 
strikebreakers— employees who agreed to work during the 
strike—and used force. Striking workers were beaten by 
police, federal troops, and state militias. Then the companies 
instituted a propaganda campaign, linking the strikers to 
Communists. In October 1919, negotiations between labor 
and management produced a deadlock. President Woodrow 

 Wilson made a written plea to the combative “negotiators.” 
“At a time when the nations of the world are endeavoring to 
find a way of avoiding international war, are we to confess 
that there is no method to be found for carrying on industry 
except . . . the very method of war? . . . Are our industrial 
leaders and our industrial workers to live together without 
faith in each other?” —quoted in Labor in Crisis 

The steel strike ended in January 1920. In 1923, a report 
on the harsh working conditions in steel mills shocked the 
public. The steel companies agreed to an eight-hour day, but 
the steelworkers remained without a union. 
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Unionism was more successful in America’s coalfields. 
In 1919, the United Mine Workers of America, organized 
since 1890, got a new leader—John L. Lewis. In protest of 
low wages and long workdays, Lewis called his union’s 
members out on strike on November 1, 1919. Attorney 
General Palmer obtained a court order sending the miners 
back to work. Lewis then declared it over, but he quietly 
gave  

the word for it to continue. In defiance of the court order, the 
mines stayed closed another month. Then President Wilson 
appointed an arbitrator, or judge, to put an end to the dispute. 
The coal miners received a 27 percent wage increase, and 
John L. Lewis became a national hero. The miners, however, 
did not achieve a shorter workday and a five-day workweek 
until the 1930s. 
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John L. Lewis was born in the little mining town of 
Lucas, Iowa. His family had traditionally been concerned 
with labor rights and benefits. Lewis grew up with a fierce 
determination to fight for what he believed companies owed 
their employees: decent working conditions and a fair salary.  

As he said years later, “I have pleaded your case not in the 
tones of a feeble mendicant [beggar] asking alms but in the 
thundering voice of the captain of a mighty host, demanding 
the rights to which free men are entitled.” 
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In spite of limited gains, the 1920s hurt the labor 
movement badly. Over the decade, union membership 
dropped from more than 5 million to around 3.5 million. 
Membership declined for several reasons:  

• much of the work force consisted of immigrants willing 
to work in poor conditions,  

• since immigrants spoke a multitude of languages, 
unions had difficulty organizing them,  

• farmers who had migrated to cities to find factory jobs 
were used to relying on themselves, and  

• most unions excluded African Americans.  

By 1929, about 82,000 African Americans—or less than 
1 percent of their population—held union memberships. By 
contrast, just over 3 percent of all whites were union 
members. However, African Americans joined some unions 
like the mine workers’, longshoremen’s, and railroad porters’ 
unions. In 1925, A. Philip Randolph founded the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters to help African 
Americans gain a fair wage. While America’s attitude toward 
unions was changing, so, too, was its faith in the presidency 
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