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Chen, May (1948–)

May Ying Chen is a labor organizer. She is known for advocating for immigrant 
workers through her union work.

Chen was born in 1948 in Boston, Massachusetts. She attended Radcliffe College 
and earned a master’s degree in education at UCLA. She taught high school and 
adult education classes from 1970 to 1979 while living in California. She also 
taught Asian and Asian American studies at California State University, Long 
Beach. In Los Angeles, Chen founded a daycare in Chinatown.

In 1979, Chen moved with her family to New York City. She was working at a 
hotel and restaurant union when the 1982 garment workers’ strike occurred in 
New York’s Chinatown. She was inspired by the 20,000 striking workers. This 
caused her to join the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) in 1983. With ILGWU, Chen worked on 
the Immigration Project. This project helped thousands of union members apply for U.S. citizenship. It was also the first 
union-created legal advocacy department for immigrant members. 

Chen worked in several different positions for labor organizations. She worked for ILGWU’s Education Department in 
1989. She served on the board of the Asian Labor Committee of the New York City Central Labor Council. She also served 
on the National Executive Board of the Coalition of Labor Union Women.

Chen helped found the Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance (APALA) at the American Federation of Labor - 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO). She also served as an officer there. Later, Chen went on to serve as the 
international vice president of UNITE HERE, another labor union.

Chen retired in 2009. “What matters most to me then and now is to make a better world for family, friends, immigrants, 
and workers,” said Chen. Her life’s work uplifting others certainly demonstrates her credo. 
 
Reflect:

1. What inspired Chen to join the ILGWU?

2. Identify one of Chen’s accomplishments within the labor movement. How did it impact others?

3. What is one question you have about Chen’s life? How could you find the answer to that question?
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