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Unions
A labor union is an organization of 
workers dedicated to protecting their 
work interests. Whether it’s improving 
wages, work hours, safety conditions or 
health insurance benefits; an effective 
union gives their members a voice at 
the table. The goal is to participate in a 
collaborative effort and in solidarity, on 
refining job rights and work interests.



History Always Repeats Itself

I was fortunate enough to attend the Harvard Trade Union Program in 2014, 
and the main thing I took away from that experience is that labor union issues 
are very similar within each union organization. It is always interesting to hear 
their mission and goals that their union made a success for their members. It 
was empowering to hear from union leaders from Australia, United Kingdom, 
Germany, Canada, and even Texas! 



IMPORTANT UNION HISTORY MOMENTS

1. Emma Tenayuca and the San Antonio Pecan Shellers Strike 1938

2. AFSCME, Martin Luther King, Jr and the Memphis Sanitation Strike of 1968

3. National Solidarity: First Labor Movement in 1877

4. Wagner Act 1935

5. The Fair Labor Standards Act 1938

6. The Postal Strike of 1970

7. PATCO, Unions Fallback, 1981



San Antonio Labor History Moment
If there was ever a time to be a proud Texan, specifically of Mexican heritage, the great Pecan-Shellers' Strike 
led by the young labor activist, Emma Tenayuca would be the one to acknowledge for that proud moment. At 
age 16 she began to organize workers for the national Workers Alliance and the International Ladies’ Garment 
Workers Union. By 1934 she was 18-years-old, and was arrested for her leadership role in the organization of 
Mexican women in the Finck Cigar Strike. 

It was the first time in San Antonio’s labor history when a group of skilled minority women workers challenged 
the owner of a manufacturing plant on pay violations, unfair production quotas and unsanitary working 
conditions, including no toilets or washing stations. The Pecan Shellers Strike involved 12,000 workers in San 
Antonio, mostly women, who walked away from their job of shelling pecan nuts by hand. The exhausting work 
was gruesome, unsafe and one of the lowest paid industries in the United States. The strike was ignited when it 
was announced to the workers that they would receive a pay cut in wages. 

Emma Tenayuca and many of the other workers were arrested and harassed during the strike. Law 
enforcement hit them with clubs and even beat them. 

Mexican-American Emma Tenayuca fought for women workers – People's World (peoplesworld.org)

What can Texas learn from the great Pecan Strike? (houstonchronicle.com)



Emma Tenayuca Led the Pecan Shellers Strike - YouTube



I am a Proud AFSCME Union Member



AFSCME 1624 FOUGHT FOR $22 IN 22’



AFSCME 1624 led the 
charge in advocating to pass 
the living wage to $22 an 
hour for City of Austin 
Employees. City Council 
passed the resolution on June 
16, 2022. 

Thank you AFSCME 1624! 



Why Did You Join A Union?



AFSCME HISTORY & DR. MLK, JR



AFSCME’S, “I AM A MAN”

I AM 2018 | I Was There | AFSCME Video - YouTube



My Union is 
AFSCME

The Labor Union I have been so 
proud of has stood with the great 
Martin Luther King, Jr. during the 
Sanitation Strike of 1968, along 
with AFSCME President at that 
time, Jerry Wurf. The sanitation 
workers won their fight, but sadly 
we lost Martin Luther King, Jr., 
who was assassinated April 4, 
1968. We have lost many 
fighting for labor union rights. 





Memphis Sanitation Strike, April 3, 1968

“You are demanding that this city will respect the dignity of labor. So 
often we overlook the work and the significance of those who are not 
in professional jobs, of those who are not in the so-called big jobs. But 
let me say to you tonight that whenever you are engaged in work that 
serves humanity and is for the building of humanity, it has dignity and it 
has worth.”

~Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 



Memphis Sanitation Workers of 1968 won 
with AFSCME 

AFSCME union members won their fight for a wage increase above the city’s 
amount proposal.

The workers also got double-time pay, working on Sundays.

As well, it was approved to give the workers a 2.5 percent increase in the city’s 
contribution to their pension funds. 

Simply, it was a victory for dignity and respect for the sanitation workers and 
for labor solidarity across the US, but there was a cost with the tragic loss of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. You will see today that there were many who lost their 
lives fighting for decent wages and simply wanted a life of dignity and respect. 



National Solidarity: Labor Movement 1877



Earliest Labor Solidarity
The year was 1877, during the summer, as workers began to uprise over wages 

across the states. The railroad workers started one of the first modern labor 

movements in the United States, in West Virginia on July 16th.

Another uprising began for workers in Pittsburg, Pennsylvania over wage cuts. 

Protests took to the streets. It is documented that over 50 people were shot by 

Pennsylvania’s National Guard, 20 were killed including 3 children on, July 21, 

1877. Across the nation, unrest took to the streets because of low wages, cutting 

wages and poverty living conditions. 

States dealing with these protests were in Illinois, Maryland, Ohio, Pennsylvania, 

West Virginia, Missouri, California, Tennessee and even Texas. 

Labor Day history: 100 people were killed during the Great Railroad Strike of 1877 - The Washington Post





These protests caused massive disruption. And the total number of 
activists was about 100,000 protesters, which at least 100 of them died. 
Because of these US events, it led to Labor Day becoming a federal 
holiday in 1894. More so, May 1st, known as May Day is a day 
recognizing workers internationally. It is known as International Labor 
Day.

The irony is that even as the origins of May Day stemmed from 
America’s fight for labor rights and its workers, the U.S. does not 
officially distinguish International Labor Day like the rest of the world 
does on May 1st. 

Earliest Labor Solidarity, 1877

Link: The history of May Day in America : NPR





“The 1877 strike disrupted the B&O, the Erie and the 
Pennsylvania railroads, swept up miners, iron workers, 
longshoremen and canal boatmen, and touched places as far 
apart as Worcester, Mass., and San Francisco, as far south as 
Nashville and Galveston, Texas. In some places, the strike 
erased the color line between white and black workers, at 
least for a while.

By the time the strike was put down, an estimated 100,000 
workers took part and about 100 people died. It was the 
closest this young nation had come to a nationwide general 
strike and pointed to the need for a more progressive future.”
Labor Day’s roots: (concordmonitor.com)





Don’t forget about the Wagner Act of 1935

Labor Law: Background and Basic Principles - ppt video online download (slideplayer.com)



The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938



FDR’s New Deal Era – Fair Labor Standards Act
•The first official US minimum wage in 1938 was 25 
cents per hour and reminder that today, it is a mere 
$7.25 per hour

•Enacted Overtime pay

•Child Labor

•44 hour work week (later revised to 40 hour week)

•FLSA applied to the private sector, as well as federal, 
state and local governments





Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938
•Before FLSA, a typical work week consisted of 61 hours

•Children as young as seven years old, were denied a basic 

education because of their long hours working in mines, mills 

and factories

•FLSA set the age of employment at 16 years of age

•FLSA raised wages for over 700,000 employees across the 

nation

Celebrating 75 Years of the Fair Labor Standards Act | Economic Policy Institute (epi.org)





Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938
President Roosevelt’s labor secretary, Frances Perkins was hailed as 

one of the creators of FLSA. She was in Manhattan’s Greenwich 

Village in 1911 on the day of the infamous Triangle Shirtwaist Factory 

fire. 

Almost 150 garment workers, mostly women and immigrants, were 

trapped and killed when the building they were working at caught fire. 

The exits had been blocked — a common practice at the time. Some 

say this was the moment, Labor Secretary Perkins began her mission 

to fight for the safety of workers and the start of the FLSA of 1938.

Where Did the 40-Hour Workweek Come From? (nbcnews.com)



FLSA of 1938 had some delays and bumps…..
The bill was rejected many times, causing some frustration for President 

FDR. The most bitter controversy raged over labor standards in the South, 

specifically the minimum wage being considered 40 centers per hour in the 

bill.

Because of these issues, provisions of the act were altered so that the 

minimum wage was reduced from 40 to 25 cents an hour but with the 

intention that it would change after that first year.

The bill provided a minimum wage, set work hours within a week, and a 

working age of 16. The bill also proposed a five-member labor standards 

board which could authorize still higher wages and shorter hours upon 

review.Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938: Maximum Struggle for a Minimum Wage | U.S. Department of Labor (dol.gov)



The US Postal Strike of 1970



The US Postal Strike of 1970
Historically, the US Postal Office has 
its share of controversy (like our 
current postal leadership). 

The US Postal Strike of 1970 
stretched to more than 8 cities when 
Federal workers fought for increased 
wages that were being denied of at 
least the requested 5.4% increase.  

Prior to that agreement, President 
Nixon tried to end the strike by force, 
calling in the Army and National 
Guard. 

Work stoppage in Government: the postal strike of 1970 on JSTOR





Did you know? The US Postal Strike of 1970
The 52 year anniversary was this past March 18, 2022

The postal workers in New York voted 1,555 to 1,055 to go out on strike

The strike began because the US House committee voted to limit postal workers’ 
wage increases that year, while on the heels of a 41 percent increase in Congress’s 
own pay

The strike shut down postal operations in New York and that quickly spread to 30 
other cities

Between 152,000 to 210,000 workers in 671 locations went on strike. 

It was illegal for federal workers to strike, or even support a strike (Wildcat Strike)

The Postal Strike of 1970 | USPS Office of Inspector General (uspsoig.gov)



US Postal Strike of 1970 

The strike basically shut down New York’s financial industry

At least 9,000 young men refrained from receiving their draft notices 

There were delays when it came to receiving census forms and tax 

refunds

Injunctions and heavy fines were levied on union leaders, union leaders 

were not the ones who agreed to the strike, it came directly from the 

postal workers

President Nixon called out 24,000 military personnel to distribute the 

mail, but they were unsuccessful.

The Postal Strike of 1970 | USPS Office of Inspector General (uspsoig.gov)



The Postal Strike of 1970 | USPS Office of Inspector General (uspsoig.gov)

“It was illegal for federal workers to strike, or even to advocate a 
strike, but union officials said they had no control over the 
action.”

Hailed as one of the most successful union wins, on April 16, 
1970, agreement was reached. 

It not only provided the 8 percent pay raise, but also allowed 
postal workers to reach the top of the pay scale in only 8 years 
— in contrast to the 21 years previously in effect. 

Although the agreement directed the large increase towards 
high-cost areas like New York, where the strike began, it was 
effective across the nation, even in low-cost areas where 
compensation was even lower. 

The practice of uniform wages continues today at the Postal 
Service because of the US Postal Strike of 1970.



PATCO, When Unions Fell Back….

Ronald Reagan’s Impact on Labor Unions | by Hannah Mueller | The Future of Labor Unions | Medium



Professional Air Traffic Controllers 
Organization (PATCO) 

A significant union moment that involved PATCO, FAA and Ronald Reagan 

This event is known as the union collective bargaining outcome that was debauched 
historically between the PATCO union and the Federal Aviation Administration as 
well as the decision making of soon to be President, Ronald Reagan. 

The union demanded to be more involved with safer imitatives in the workplace 
system including working hours that were high in demand, as well as have more say 
in decision making of air traffic control policies.

Read the book, Collision Course: Ronald Reagan, the Air Traffic Controllers and the Strike that 
Changed America, Joseph McCartin

Ronald Reagan’s Impact on Labor Unions | by Hannah Mueller | The Future of Labor Unions | Medium





Sums up PATCO vs. Ronald Reagan

“If you ask any union activist what went wrong with the labor 
movement in the last several decades, there’s a good chance you’ll 
hear about the 1981 PATCO strike. 

And for good reason: President Ronald Reagan’s harsh response to 
an illegal strike by federal government employees, members of the 
Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization, was interpreted by 
many as a green light from the federal government for unionbusting, 
and ushered in the vicious employer attacks of the 1980s.”

The PATCO Strike, Reagan and the Roots of Labor’s Decline - In These Times



PATCO was a horrible loss for Unions 
•Aggressive union-busting came from the Republican Party, attacking public employee strikes in the 
late 1970’s

•PATCO would end up endorsing Ronald Reagan for president of the United States, after the failure of 
President Jimmy Carter with reforming federal bargaining laws failed

•Air traffic controller employees, somewhere between 11,000 thru 13,000 employees went on strike, 
and President Ronald Reagan fired them all on August 5, 1981. PATCO was officially a busted union

•After PATCO’s loss, union membership started to decline at an alarming rate. Not only that, but the 
unemployment rate reached almost 10% after the air traffic controllers were without jobs.

•Unlike Nixon when he brought in military personnel to handle the mail and failed, Reagan brought in 
military pilots to fill positions and it was a success in continuing the air traffic control duties. 

•This began the demise of collective bargaining and continued stagnation of incomes and low 
employee morale, despite rising corporate profits and worker productivity in the corporate world. 

Ronald Reagan’s Impact on Labor Unions | by Hannah Mueller | The Future of Labor Unions | Medium



Stronger Labor Unions Could Do a Lot of Good - Bloomberg



Takeaway from this Workshop

Teach younger generations or your children well, on the 

values of being a Labor Union Member! 

Always discuss, share and remember the history of Union 

events that helped shape the working class and their 

struggles in our country and that we still have work to do.

Educate, Engage and Empower with Union Events! 



THANK YOU FOR ATTENDING!

Yvonne Flores,
Labor Union President, 
AFSCME 1624,
Austin, Texas


