
Learning About Labor Day 
It’s September, but there’s plenty of warm weather left and the last major holiday of the season still 
to be enjoyed. Labor Day, traditionally considered the end of summer, is celebrated with parades, 
cookouts, and family outings. It recognizes the creation of the labor or union movement and honors 
the social and economic achievements of American workers.  

The Origins of Labor Day 

During the late 1800s, at the height of the Industrial Revolution in the 
United States, the average American worked at least 12 hours a day, 
seven days a week to survive. And in spite of restrictions in some states, 
children as young as five years old worked in factories and mills doing the 
same jobs as adults but earning only a fraction of adult wages. Unsafe 
working conditions were the order of the day. Labor unions, although still 
in their infancy, were becoming stronger, more vocal, and more violent. 

Unions were organizing strikes and rallies in protest of long hours and poor working conditions in 
an effort to compel employers to negotiate. 

One of these rallies was destined to become the first Labor Day parade in the United States. On 
September 5, 1882, the Central Labor Union in New York City, a large organization made up of 
members from many local unions, held a “workingmen’s holiday.” It began with a parade that 
included 10,000 people—all taking the day off without pay—and ended with a huge picnic in 
Wendel’s Elm Park, the largest park in New York City at that time. The afternoon included 
speeches from union leadership and live music provided by the Jewelers’ Union. Newspapers 
called it “a day of the people.” 

Discussion Starters 

• Share memories of some of your favorite Labor Day celebrations. 

• How do you celebrate Labor Day now? 

• Have you ever been part of a Labor Day parade? Share your experiences. 

The Workingmen’s Holiday 

Union organization and opposition continued and often erupted 
in violence, such as at the Haymarket Square Riot on May 4, 
1886. On that day, labor unionists rallied to protest the killing of 
workers by Chicago police during the strike against the 
McCormick Reaper Works on the previous day. Seven police 
officers and one worker were killed during the riot, and many 
others were injured. Several men were arrested and hanged, 
and one committed suicide. This violence helped galvanize 
public opinion for and against labor unions. 

However, the idea of a “workingmen’s holiday” became popular in industrial cities across the 
country. The first state to introduce a legislative bill was New York, but the first state to actually 
pass a law mandating the celebration of Labor Day was Oregon, on February 21, 1887. Later that 
year, Colorado, Massachusetts, New Jersey, and New York followed. Connecticut, Nebraska, and 
Pennsylvania were next. By 1894, 23 states had established a Labor Day holiday. 
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Discussion Starters 

• Have you been a member of a union? How about a close relative? What special union-
sponsored Labor Day activities did you attend?  

• Do you think most people today appreciate the original meaning and purpose of Labor Day? 
What could be done to encourage greater understanding? 

• With union membership in decline across the country, has Labor Day outlived its usefulness 
as a workingmen’s holiday? 

Legislation Passed in 1894 

Labor Day was made a national holiday under President Grover Cleveland when Congress passed 
legislation on June 28, 1894, declaring the holiday to be celebrated on the first Monday in 
September. Many historians view Cleveland’s enactment of the Labor Day legislation as politically 
motivated; the bill had been rushed through Congress and was passed unanimously by both 
houses just six days after the president used troops to violently break a railroad strike. Mid-term 
elections were to be held in 1894, and Cleveland hoped that passing the Labor Day legislation 
would heal his breach with the unions and benefit his party politically.  

In 1989, famous labor organizer and head of the American Federation of Labor, Samuel Gompers, 
commented that Labor Day was “the day for which the toilers in past centuries looked forward, 
when their rights and their wrongs would be discussed… that the workers of our day may not only 
lay down their tools of labor for a holiday, but upon which they may touch shoulders in marching 
phalanx and feel the stronger for it.” 

Discussion Starters 

• If you could change the way Labor Day is celebrated, what would you do? For example, 
would you change the date or time of year or perhaps change the activities? 

• Do you think that the fact that the school year now most often begins before Labor Day has 
affected the way the holiday is celebrated? How? 

• What do you think is the biggest problem facing unions today? 

Whose Idea Was It? 

Two men with very similar names vie for the title of “Founder of Labor Day.” One is Peter J. 
McGuire, general secretary of the Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners, and a cofounder of the 
American Federation of Labor. Seven years after the first Labor Day parade in 1882, the union 
journal of the Carpenters and Joiners published an article claiming that Peter J. McGuire made the 
original proposal for the parade in New York and called for a day to be set aside as Labor Day. For 
some time, it was assumed that McGuire was, in fact, the originator of Labor Day. 

However, many now believe that Matthew Maguire suggested the holiday; he had been a 
machinist from the Knights of Labor, later the secretary of Local 344 of the International 
Association of Machinists in Paterson, New Jersey, and the first secretary of the Central Labor 
Union in New York. A newspaper article written nine years after the Labor Day Parade in New York, 
entitled “Labor Day: Its History and Development in the Land,” maintained that Maguire, as 
secretary of the Central Labor Union, arranged the parade. Six years later, the grand marshal of 
the 1882 parade reminisced about how Maguire from the Knights of Labor had suggested that the 
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Central Labor Union organize all the unions in New York City for a parade to show the strength and 
solidarity of the labor movement. 

In a 1968 speech at the convention of the International Association of Machinists, Secretary of 
Labor W. Willard Wirtz formally declared, “My decision… is that there is no question as to who is 
the father of Labor Day in this country. Officially, as of this moment, insofar as the Department of 
Labor is concerned, it is Matt Maguire, machinist!”  

Labor Day Questions That Aren’t Really Work 

See how many of these Labor Day questions you can answer. 

1. Establishment of an eight-hour workday was one of the Labor Movement’s key issues. When 
was the work day officially limited to eight hours? 

Answer: The Adamson Act, the first federal law limiting the workday in private companies to 
eight hours, was passed in 1916. However, it applied only to railroad workers. The eight-hour 
workday was not the law of the land for everyone until the National Labor Relations Act of 
1935, which also included the establishment of the Occupational Health and Safety 
Administration and child labor laws. 

2. When and where was the first recorded labor strike in the United States? 

Answer: In 1865 in Philadelphia 

3. What union is currently the largest in the United States? 

Answer: The United Federation of Teachers with about three million members 

4. What happens on the first Thursday after Labor Day? 

Answer: The first official NFL game of the season is played. 

5. The National Hot Dog and Sausage Council considers Labor Day the unofficial end of hot 
dog season. Between Memorial Day—the unofficial start of hot dog season—and Labor Day, 
how many hot dogs are consumed in the United States? 

Answer: About seven billion hot dogs 

6. Is it still considered a fashion faux pas to wear white clothing after Labor Day? 

Answer: No. That old-fashioned rule dates back to the early 20th century and no longer 
applies. 

7. What is Labor Sunday? 

Answer: In 1909, the American Federation of Labor declared that the Sunday before Labor 
Day would be Labor Sunday, a day to emphasize the spiritual and educational ideas of the 
labor movement. It never caught on. 

8. According to the Center for Disease Control, about how many pregnant women will go into 
labor on Labor Day? 

Answer: The CDC expects that 10,000 to 11,000 babies will be born in the United States on 
Labor Day.  
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9. How many Americans will barbecue or cook out to celebrate Labor Day? 

Answer: Almost half, or about 46.5 percent of all Americans 

10. How many Americans will travel 50 miles or more from home over the Labor Day holiday? 

Answer: More than 35.5 million Americans 

Celebrating Labor Day 

Many people consider Labor Day their last chance for a summer getaway and head to their favorite 
spot for a long weekend of fun. Parades are still popular, although in recent years, as union 
membership has declined, there have been fewer and fewer labor-oriented speeches. Cookouts 
are the number-one way people say they celebrate Labor Day; some communities organize street 
fairs or fireworks displays.  

If you still don’t have plans for this Labor Day, here are a few suggestions. 

• Go to the beach. Gather your favorite sand and water toys and take advantage of one of the 
last chances left to enjoy the sun and sand!  

• Go to a parade. Pack up friends and family and go watch the floats, clowns, and funny cars. 

• Go camping. Take fishing poles, marshmallows, and your camping gear and head for your 
favorite campsite. It’s the perfect three-day holiday to get away from civilization.  

• Enjoy the water. Rent jet skis or go for a boat ride. It might be the last time until next 
summer! 

• Pack a picnic and take the family to the park.  

• Spend the day with friends and family. Organize a potluck cookout where everyone brings a 
dish to share along with food hot off the grill.  

Do Other Countries Celebrate Labor Day? 

Many other countries have set aside a day to celebrate workers. Labor Day is also celebrated on 
the first Monday in September in Canada. Australians celebrate Labor Day in March or October, 
depending on the territory in which they live. In the Bahamas, Labor Day is celebrated on the first 
Friday of June. And other countries around the world celebrate International Workers’ Day, or May 
Day, on May 1. 

ActivityConnection.com – Learning About Labor Day – Page !  of 44


