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EXCLUSIVE

The Labor Movement's Influence on the Civil Rights
Movement: A Collaborative Effort

The relationship between the labor movement and the civil rights movement is complex and multifaceted, marked by both
collaboration and tension. However, it's undeniable that the labor movement played a significant role in influencing and
supporting the advancement of civil rights in the United States. 

Shared Goals and Struggles:
Economic Justice as a Foundation for Civil Rights: Both movements recognized the link between economic
exploitation and racial discrimination. Unions fought for better wages, working conditions, and collective bargaining
rights, which directly benefited Black workers and improved their economic security. This economic empowerment
laid the groundwork for further civil rights advancements.
Fighting Discrimination on Multiple Fronts: Labor unions actively fought against racial discrimination in the
workplace, challenging discriminatory hiring practices, segregation within unions, and unequal pay. This advocacy
paved the way for broader civil rights legislation and challenged discriminatory practices at a systemic level.

Collaboration and Support:
Financial and Logistical Support: Unions provided crucial financial and logistical support to the civil rights
movement. They mobilized members to participate in marches, protests, and boycotts, and contributed funds to
support civil rights organizations. For example, the United Auto Workers (UAW) played a significant role in financing
the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom in 1963.
Shared Leadership and Strategies: Many prominent figures in the civil rights movement also played key roles in
the labor movement. Leaders like A. Philip Randolph, Bayard Rustin, and Mary McLeod Bethune advocated for both
labor rights and civil rights, drawing on their experiences in both movements to develop effective strategies.

Challenges and Tensions:
Internal Divisions and Segregated Unions: Not all unions embraced racial equality wholeheartedly. Some early
unions, like the American Federation of Labor (AFL), initially excluded Black workers or relegated them to segregated
locals. This internal division weakened the overall impact of the labor movement on civil rights.
Competing Priorities and Tactics: At times, differences in priorities and tactics arose between the two
movements. Some labor leaders prioritized economic gains over broader civil rights legislation, while some civil rights
leaders focused on dismantling discriminatory systems rather than solely on economic justice.

Overall Impact:
Despite the challenges, the labor movement played a significant role in advancing the civil rights movement. By
fighting for economic justice, challenging workplace discrimination, and providing crucial support, unions helped to
empower Black workers, dismantle discriminatory systems, and achieve greater equality in American society.
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The Jackson Federation of
Teachers is proud to celebrate
Black History as we continue to

fight for the rights of teachers and
equality for all students.

Do you need lessons for Black History Month?  
Check out Share My Lesson, a free resource for AFT/JFT Members!

You can access Share My Lesson from the JFTP&SRP website or from the AFT website.  It's absolutely
free to join and to use.  Browse for topics related to your subject area or grade level, or check out
collections for resources covering Black History, Valentine's Day, Safe Schools, and STEM, to name a few.

Also, Share My Lesson has on-demand webinars that cover a variety of topics, from helping newcomer EL
students to special education essentials to self-care for teachers to evidence-based reading strategies, and
more!  A wealth of professional learning to help you grow in your profession is right at your fingertips.
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