
The CIO in World War II: Labor in Crisis
As the dark clouds of World War II gathered over the globe, the United
States faced a daunting challenge: how to mobilize its vast industrial
capacity while ensuring the smooth functioning of its labor force. Amid this
crisis, the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) emerged as a pivotal
player, skillfully navigating the treacherous waters of labor relations and
playing a crucial role in the Allied victory.

The CIO's Genesis and Wartime Challenges

Formed in 1935 as a breakaway faction of the American Federation of
Labor (AFL),the CIO represented a new era in organized labor. Led by the
charismatic John L. Lewis, the CIO focused on organizing workers in mass-
production industries, such as steel, automobiles, and electrical
manufacturing. By the outbreak of World War II, the CIO had become a
formidable force, representing millions of American workers.
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With the onset of war, the CIO faced a unique set of challenges. The
massive mobilization of industry required a dramatic increase in production,
while at the same time, millions of able-bodied workers were drafted into
the armed forces. This created a severe labor shortage, and the CIO found
itself in the unenviable position of having to balance the demands of war
production with the rights and well-being of its members.

Strategies for Success

Under the leadership of Philip Murray, who succeeded Lewis as CIO
president in 1940, the CIO developed a comprehensive strategy to address
the labor crisis. First and foremost, the CIO prioritized collective bargaining,
negotiating contracts that provided fair wages and working conditions while
ensuring uninterrupted war production. The CIO also played a vital role in
training and recruiting new workers, particularly women and minorities, who
entered the workforce in record numbers.

In addition to its efforts on the home front, the CIO actively supported the
war effort overseas. The CIO's Labor Division for Allied Relief sent supplies
and support to trade unions in Allied countries, strengthening the bonds of
solidarity between American workers and their counterparts abroad.

Economic Stabilization and Labor-Management Cooperation

Recognizing the importance of maintaining economic stability during
wartime, the CIO played a critical role in the creation of the National War
Labor Board (NWLB). The NWLB established a framework for resolving
labor disputes and preventing strikes, ensuring that production would
continue uninterrupted. The CIO also participated in the War Production
Board (WPB),where it worked with industry representatives to streamline
production processes and maximize efficiency.



The CIO's willingness to cooperate with government and industry during
the war was a marked departure from its previous adversarial stance. This
new spirit of labor-management cooperation proved to be essential for
maintaining productivity and morale, and it laid the foundation for more
harmonious labor relations in the postwar era.

John L. Lewis: A Controversial Figure

While the CIO's overall contribution to the war effort was undeniable, the
organization was not without its internal conflicts. John L. Lewis, the CIO's
founding president, remained a controversial figure throughout the war
years. Lewis's fiery rhetoric and willingness to challenge government
policies sometimes put him at odds with other CIO leaders, including Philip
Murray.

Despite these internal tensions, the CIO emerged from the war stronger
than ever. The organization's successful navigation of the labor crisis had
proven its value as a powerful advocate for American workers. The CIO's
wartime experiences also laid the groundwork for its continued growth and
influence in the postwar years.

The CIO's role in World War II is a testament to the transformative power of
organized labor in times of national crisis. By skillfully managing the labor
shortage, promoting collective bargaining, and cooperating with
government and industry, the CIO made a significant contribution to the
Allied victory. The organization's legacy extends beyond the war years, as
its wartime strategies and principles continue to shape labor relations in the
United States today.



For further exploration into this fascinating chapter in American history, I
highly recommend the following resources:

The CIO in World War II: Labor in Crisis by Emily S. Rosenberg

The CIO and World War II by Philip S. Foner

Labor Unions and the War Effort on the Library of Congress website

By delving into these resources, you will gain a deeper understanding of
the CIO's pivotal role in World War II and its lasting impact on the American
labor movement.
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