
LESSON 14
HI ' III

UNION MAIDS

The 1930s were a crucial period in shaping the labor movement that exists today. Having looked at 
some specific struggles, students now take an overview.

At an earlier period, in Birth of a Rank-and-File Organizer, we saw the development of a union 
activist. Here students personally meet three, and have the benefit of their hindsight in looking back at 
the 1930s.

The film combines the women’s own lively stories with rare newsreel footage and music of the time. 
Union Maids is a “must” film for students to feel the vitality of labor organizing in the 1930s.

Goals/Objectives

1. Students w ill see some of the conditions 
that gave rise to the growth of the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations 
(C IO ) in the 1930s.

2. Students w ill examine the reasons why 
some people choose to dedicate their lives 
to organizing other workers.

3 . Students w ill question why labor unions 
were so strenuously opposed by some 
employers and governmental agencies in 
the 1930s.

ill

1. Before the film, review the following termi
nology: AFL craft unionism, industrial un
ionism, scab, yellow dog contract, picket 
line, picket captain, blacklist, solidarity.

2. Immediately preceeding the film, ask stu
dents to take out a sheet of paper and make

Materials Needed

• Film: Union Maids. This is available 
from:

New Day Films 
P.O. Box 315 
Franklin Lakes, N J 07417 

Many colleges, libraries, women’s cen
ters, and labor unions also own and loan 
out copies of the film. We would urge 
you to request your local school district 
audio visual department to obtain a copy.

•  Student Handout #14: Union Maids: 
Letter from a Relative.

Time Required

• Two class periods with homework (the 
film is 48 minutes long).

—  Ill

two columns. The first column should be 
headed Conditions Needing Change; the other 
column, Methods Used. Tell students that as 
they watch the film they should list in the 
first column all the things the women didn’t 
like about their work and their conditions of 
life. In the second column they should in-
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elude all the methods the women used to try 
to change those conditions,

3. Show the film.

4. Have students use their lists as a basis for 
discussing these questions:

— What were some of the things the women 
didn’t like and wanted to change about their 
jobs? How about things in their lives away 
from the job?

— All of the women in the film saw themselves 
as “organizers”—people who try to make 
changes. From the stories they told, what do 
organizers do? What does it mean to be an 
organizer? Think, for example, of the lands 
of actions Sylvia took in her workplace to 
achieve change.

— Why did the women become organizers?
— Did they have any important “role models”?
— Do you think that any of the women saw 

their organizer role as a “sacrifice”? Were 
these women just working for other people, 
or were they also working for themselves? 
(Note; In the Organic Goodie lesson, Stu
dent Handout #1-B: Can People Act 
Together?, students were asked to write 
about a time when they had worked or acted 
for other people while they worked for them
selves as well. If  you did not assign the 
writing earlier, now might be a good time.)

— Do you think that being workers and also 
organizers made their jobs more interest
ing? More fun? In what ways?

— What were some of the risks the women 
took? What additional risks might organiz
ers face?

— In what ways did companies try to resist the 
union organizing of that time? In  what ways 
did the companies try to divide workers? 
What attempts did the three women make 
to overcome those divisions?

— How does Sylvia say her ideas about white 
people changed? Are there similarities be
tween how Sylvia’s ideas about white peo
ple changed and the changes in C.P. E llis’s 
views of black people?

— In B irth  of a Rank-and-File Organizer,
we discussed whether union recognition 
would mean everyone would live “happily 
ever after.” Do Stella, Kate, and Sylvia think 
that, having won many of the battles of the 
1930s, things are wonderful now? What do 
they feel unions should be doing today?

5. After this discussion, distribute Student 
Handout #14: Union Maids: Letter from 
a Relative. Encourage students to use a 
number of examples, even tapping their 
own imaginations, in completing the letter. 
When students have finished the assign
ment, ask for volunteers to read their let
ters. Discuss Kate’s life and the satisfac
tions she derived from her experiences as 
an organizer as well as what she contributed 
to the society as a whole.
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STUDENT HANDOUT #14
IIS • 111

UNION MAIDS 
Letter from a Relative

Dear Kate,
I’m sorry to hear you are so sick. I know it must be hard to be in poor health, alone and having to 

look back on your life.
Kate, I wish that you had really made something of your life. With your brains you could have been 

a lawyer or a doctor. You really could have accomplished important things in your life. But Kate, I 
don’t even think you had fun.

I know that you must regret as much as I do that you got mixed up in that silly union stuff. It must 
be very painful for you to think about what a waste it all was.

I don’t mean to make you more depressed. But this was on my mind and I love you so much I just 
had to tell you.
Your cousin,

Helen

Assignment

Kate is the older woman in the film Union Maids. Put yourself in her position. You’re now 
seventy years old. You’ve just received the letter above from a close relative. Write a detailed reply 
to Helen challenging her assertion that your life was a waste. Try to explain why you believe your 
life has had meaning. Use examples—you can either use stories she told in the film or make up 
events that could have taken place.
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