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Organizing Power: The Prospects for an
American Labor Movement*
By Margaret Levi

A comparative perspective on labor unions reveals that the best of all worlds for the workers is coordinated bargaining at the
national level and significant rank-and-file engagement at the local level. But the achievement of national and coordinated bar-
gaining is an unrealistic goal in the foreseeable future in the United States. What American labor can do, however, is to become
once again a social movement. In order for organized labor to play its critical role as a countervailing power within the American
political system, there must be intensified organizing, internal democratization, increased electoral and lobbying clout, and
social-movement unions willing to mobilize with others and, if necessary, on the streets.

In the staged version of Nickel and Dimed,1 the Barbara
Ehrenreich character responds disingenuously to a prospective
employer’s question about her attitude to unions. She says some-

thing to the effect of, “My ex-husband was in one. He paid a lot
of money. What did we get?” The actress smiles at the audience,
and they guffaw. They know she is telling the employer what he
wants to hear, and they respond appropriately, but I suspect many
privately agree that contemporary American unions offer little of
value.

My claim is that labor unions are important to American
democracy and to the achievement of local, national, and global
justice in the twenty-first century, but they are inhibited in these
aims by major institutional, organizational, and ideological
obstacles. I hope to demonstrate that there are means—some
more effective or likely than others—for overcoming these obsta-
cles and making labor organizations a more powerful force for
democracy and social justice. Most necessitate the transformation
of the dominant business-union paradigm, in which unions fight
only to improve their own material conditions, into a paradigm
more closely approximating social-movement unionism, in which
unions fight for better conditions for all.

The American labor movement is being revitalized. Unions,
once bulwarks of white, male dominance, have had to make room
for people of color, women, and new immigrants. They have
expanded to accommodate not just the craft and industrial sec-
tors, but also the service sector, high- and low-skilled, private and
public. Long dormant, the debate about union democracy is sur-
facing again. The deadening effect of federal structures on local
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actions is giving rise to a revival of central labor councils and
regional mobilization. Successful organizing drives and strikes are
becoming more commonplace. The American labor movement is
becoming an active partner in a range of social-movement coali-
tions and reclaiming its role in mobilizing voters on behalf of can-
didates and public policies. While there are many historical
sources for these changes, my emphasis is on the contemporary
period, inaugurated with the 1995 election of John Sweeney as
president of the American Federation of Labor–Congress of
Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), and his New Voices slate.

Nonetheless, these are grounds for skepticism about unions
and reasons for pessimism about the future of the American labor
movement. In the United States and many other advanced
industrial democracies, organized labor lacks the political and
economic power it once possessed. The era of Big Business, Big
Government, and Big Labor has given way to Giant
Corporations, Reduced Government, and Weak Labor. Racism,
sexism, and xenophobia are still evident within some unions, and
there is recurring corruption. Labor organizations continue to be
perceived—and sometimes act—as special-interest groups, advo-
cating protectionism at the expense of other citizens and of
workers internationally. 

Even so, organized labor is arguably the most effective popular
vehicle for achieving a democratic and equitable society. This is
particularly important now, with the increasing gap between the
poor and the rich in the United States and with the apparent atro-
phy in the democratic character of American executive, legisla-
tive, and bureaucratic institutions. International corporations
seem to be beyond the laws and control of the national state, cor-
porate boards, or stockholders; political parties can neither mobi-
lize voters nor hold accountable the candidates they elect; there is
a well-documented decline in voluntary associations that pro-
mote civic engagement; fears of terrorism generate tensions
between civil liberties and security. 

The size of the polity, the complexity of the issues, the relative
passivity of so many of the voters, and the overwhelming clout
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and money of corporate interests make a system of countervailing
powers as necessary as it has ever been but also more difficult to
create and sustain. There are very few potential candidates to rep-
resent the interests of workers and employees, the bulk of the
population. The AFL-CIO is a major contender. Organized labor
still claims more than 16.3 million union members, a significant
voting bloc when they and their families turn out and pull the
same lever. While some of its policies deserve criticism, the AFL-
CIO remains the primary agent fighting for human dignity and
rights at the workplace and the major voice for the concerns of
working people, be they middle-class, poor, or unemployed.

In what follows, I explore what has been and could be done to
increase the power and influence of the U.S. labor movement,
make it an effective advocate of universal social justice, and
enable it to help American governing institutions become more
democratic and accountable. I come to the problem as a partisan
but outside observer whose views may be highly influenced by the
experiences of the West, or “Left,” Coast.2 I cannot speak author-
itatively for what union members perceive or want. I can, how-
ever, present what I as a social scientist understand to be the chal-
lenges American unions and their members face.

These challenges are threefold: institutional, organizational,
and ideological. Both the legal framework within which unions
must operate and the set of rules and procedures that has evolved
in relationship to union governance have important conse-
quences for the behavior of union leadership, union rank and file,
unrepresented workers, employers, and government. The legisla-
tive and regulatory framework circumscribes the tactical reper-
toire of the labor movement. Legal reform will enable unions to
become more effective as a countervailing power, but such change
is difficult, particularly given Republican dominance of Congress
and the presidency. 

The institutions internal to the union movement are also an
issue. The tendency to rely on a federal structure within the large
internationals reduces local democracy, spontaneous actions, and
large-scale, disruptive mobilization. Inter-union rivalry, rather
than coordination among unions, still dominates. Union consti-
tutions often circumscribe rank-and-file participation in major
union decisions and inhibit spontaneous or disruptive actions.
Yet there is evidence of institutional shifts toward democratiza-
tion, decentralization, and increased inter-union cooperation.
How this helps the American labor movement, which lacks the
coordinated and centralized national bargaining of some of its
seemingly more effective counterparts, will be a major focus of
the following discussion. 

The decline in union density also represents a significant con-
straint on labor power. The strength of labor lies in its numbers;
the smaller its membership, the less effective its economic power,
electoral and lobbying clout, and capacity to mobilize on behalf
of social-justice issues. The New Voices leadership recognizes the
essentiality of organizing; it and many AFL-CIO affiliates have
dedicated significant resources to achieving greater density.
Although labor law, sectoral change, and demographic change
make the task extremely daunting, there have been some major
recent successes. Organizing new union members is not enough,
however. Also critical to the resurgence of a labor movement

committed to democracy and social justice is its ability to weld
alliances with community-based organizations, global-justice
activists, environmentalists, and others with similar goals, both in
the United States and abroad. This is partially an organizing
problem. It is also an issue of willingness to mobilize and, possi-
bly, to use disruptive as well as electoral power. But such mobi-
lization can occur only if the unions represent a progressive ide-
ology upheld by the rank and file as well as by the union leaders.

American labor faces three very different kinds of ideological
challenges. The first is the variant of pro-business and neoliberal
philosophy that defines unions as inhibitors of free trade and thus
a detriment to economic advancement. This perspective rein-
forces political opposition to labor reform and fosters anti-union
action by employers. The second is the left-wing (or global-
justice) ideology that defines labor unions as part of the problem
rather than part of the solution. This makes alliances more diffi-
cult to achieve and sustain. Finally, there are the values held by
labor union members themselves. 

Organizational needs within the context of U.S. labor’s insti-
tutional arrangements tend to encourage business unionism, in
which the responsibility of leaders is to improve the workers’
material conditions (hours, wages, working environment, bene-
fits, and other immediate economic interests), provide services to
their dues-paying members, and use the political process only to
protect their members’ jobs and economic well-being. Member
responsibility is to pay dues, and to strike when strikes are author-
ized. Such unions tend to be hierarchic and oligarchic. Social-
movement unions, on the other hand, aim to serve the econom-
ic interests of their members while also encouraging membership
engagement in larger issues of democratization (within the union
and within the larger polity), social justice, and economic equal-
ity. Their leaders fight for improvements in the material condi-
tions of their members but also have an agenda that transcends
the economic interests of the rank and file they represent.
Members pay dues and strike but are also expected to mobilize on
behalf of causes beyond their own. These unions tend to be dem-
ocratic and participatory. 

Business unionism may enhance the political and economic
power of organized labor as a special interest, but there is serious
question about the extent to which it can reconcile the short-term
and economistic demands of workers with longer-term concerns
for generalized social and economic justice. Unions are by nature
protectionist in regard to workers’ rights and jobs. This is the sine
qua non of unions, bolstered by the incentives inherent in union
structures. Much of union behavior derives from the necessity to
provide selective benefits in order to ensure membership loyalty3

and from leadership’s obligation to deliver decent contracts in
order to win reelection. Most workers join unions to improve
their wages and working conditions. Although many have social
objectives as well, these are not always and everywhere foremost.
The effect is that unions fight hard—as they should—for their
members’ job security, wages, and social protections. Sometimes
this is at the expense of others, domestically and internationally,
but sometimes it results in a win for everyone.

Business unionism is the dominant paradigm in the United
States. However, the kind of labor politics advocated here requires
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social-movement unions. While still in the minority in the
United States, social-movement unions are emerging again, and
more of the traditional business unions recognize the importance
of concerning themselves with issues additional to those that
directly serve their members. 

To foreshadow the argument: A comparative perspective on
labor unions reveals that the best of all worlds for the workers—
and, as it turns out, for the economy—is coordinated bargaining
at the national level and significant rank-and-file engagement at
the local level. But the achievement of national and coordinated
bargaining is an unrealistic goal in the foreseeable future in the
United States. What American labor can do, however, is to
become once again a social movement. In order for organized
labor to play its critical role as a countervailing power within the
American political system, there must be intensified organizing,
internal democratization, increased electoral and lobbying clout,
and social-movement unions willing to mobilize with others and,
if necessary, on the streets.

Discursus: Does Political Science Help?
The president of the American Political Science Association
(APSA), Theda Skocpol, and her predecessor Robert Putnam,
both have strong commitments to the rights and welfare of work-
ing people and have initiated research programs on social capital,
civic involvement, and voluntary associations.4 Yet neither treats
the labor movement as an important subject for investigation, let
alone a vital source of progressive policies and change.5 The most
influential recent texts on social movements fail even to mention
labor unions.6 Not long ago, unions were so clearly where the
action was that all discussions of major political actors brought
unions into the analysis—even in the American context, where
labor organizations rarely have the significance in numbers or
power that they possess in other countries.

Unions’ political influence, their internal governance, and the
labor movement as a social movement have always engaged a seg-
ment of the scholarly community, however. There was a flower-
ing of work in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, including important
research by several presidents of the political science and sociolo-
gy associations.7 The past few decades produced seminal articles8

and a host of books9 by political scientists and sociologists.
Increasing numbers of edited volumes focus on organizing strate-
gies and specific campaigns,10 and there are more and more books
geared toward general and policy-oriented audiences.11 Labor his-
torians continue to till the field,12 and so do a few economists.13

Younger scholars are producing important new research,14 and
senior scholars continue to publish in this area.15 Some of social
science’s most renowned activist scholars—Frances Fox Piven,
Richard Cloward, and Joel Rogers—never ceased making impor-
tant contributions to understanding the role of and possibilities
for U.S. unions.16

This extensive literature is informative about the constraints
on American labor unions as a force for democratization and
social justice, but it also reveals some of the new potential in the
contemporary American labor movement. Cross-national and
historical comparisons offer perspective on the effect of national
institutional arrangements. The most recent literature reveals

potential models for dynamic and innovative organizing and
political campaigns.

American Unions in Comparative
Perspective
The reasons for shifts in the political, economic, and, indeed,
social importance of unions are complex and multifaceted. Many
of the most significant variables are outside the control of unions
and those they represent. My primary concern is with the vari-
ables that unions do control. However, first it is worth catalogu-
ing the situation of the American labor movement and putting it
in comparative and historical context. 

United States 

The American Labor movement is a paradox of power. In absolute
terms, we are the strongest labor movement in the world. We are
the largest labor movement among developed countries, and we are
certainly the wealthiest. Our workplace organization is as strong as
any country’s. Relative to employers, political parties, and govern-
ments, however, we are the weakest labor movement in the indus-
trialized world. Our challenge is to harness the advantages of our
absolute size, wealth, and organization to rebuild our strength with
employers and governments to restore justice to our workplaces and
our society.17

— Ron Blackwell, director of corporate affairs, AFL-CIO

In 1954 more than one-third of wage and salary workers
belonged to unions.18 This was in the period before public-sector
employees had rights to engage in collective bargaining. Union
density is currently only 13.5 percent of all wage and salary work-
ers, including those in the agricultural sector.19 Public-sector den-
sity is 37.4 percent, and only 9 percent of private-sector wage and
salary workers are union members.20 Figure 1 summarizes the
membership rates.

By 2001 there were 16.3 million union members, down from
a peak of 20.2 million in 1978.21 Strike activity is also down.
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Figure 1
Union Membership Rate, Nonagricultural Workers, 
1880-1998

Source: Farber and Western 2001. Courtesy of the Journal of Labor Research.
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Since President Ronald Reagan fired striking air controllers in
1981, the number of significant work stoppages has been rela-
tively tiny. In the five years of 1997–2001, the number of strikes
involving 1,000 or more workers ranged from a low of 17 (in
1999) to a high of 39 (in 2000); 20 years before, the numbers
ranged from 298 (in 1971) to 412 (in 1969). Days idle went
from a high of 52,761 (29 percent) in 1970 to a low of 1,996 
(1 percent) in 1999.22 September strikes by teacher unions are a
regular feature of the political landscape, but in the past decade
only a few major private-sector strikes stand out. Among them
are the United Parcel Service workers’ strike in 1997, which was
the first victorious national work stoppage in 20 some years, and
that of the Boeing engineers in 2000, which was the largest and
most successful strike of private-sector white-collar workers ever
to take place. These victories may prove Pyrrhic; the employers
immediately began to restructure. 

Other indicators of decline are plentiful. There were once labor
pages in the daily newspapers and reporters dedicated to the labor
beat; the first is long gone and the second almost nonexistent.
David Greenstone23 famously argued that by the late 1960s, the
AFL-CIO had become a powerful campaign organization for the
Democratic Party at the state and local level. This remains true in
a few cities and states, but most union-based lobbying, pressure
politics, and get-out-the-vote campaigns were weak or moribund
at both the national and local level by the mid-1990s. There is,
however, an ongoing debate about the nature of the current rela-
tionship between the Democratic Party and the major union
organizations, especially the AFL-CIO and the internationals.24

In 1995 the AFL-CIO elected as its leaders the New Voice
slate, composed of President Sweeney, of the Service Employees
International Union (SEIU); Secretary-Treasurer Richard
Trumka, of the United Mine Workers of America (UMW); and
the first woman titled officer, Executive Vice President Linda
Chavez-Thompson, of the American Federation of State, County,
and Municipal Employees (AFSCME). They ran on a reform
platform, summarized in the title of Sweeney’s 1996 book
America Needs a Raise: Fighting for Economic Security and Social
Justice.25 Their stated goals are to improve the lives of America’s
workforce—employed and unemployed—by raising their wages,
to improve their working conditions, and to ensure the provision
of a social floor through government-provided unemployment,
health, and other benefits. Their repertoire of tactics includes
large-scale organizing efforts, strengthened bargaining power,
coalitions with community-based organizations (CBOs),
enhanced political capacity in elections and pressure politics, and
greater rank-and-file activism and involvement. They are
demanding that government once again recognize a wide array of
social obligations to all of its citizens, not just the wealthy few.
This has meant reorganization of resources and energies. There
are new AFL-CIO departments, new programs, and a multitude
of new organizers. High-level staff is recruited from among those
with extensive labor or social-movement experience at the grass
roots, and many have New Left bona fides. 

Under the guidance of the New Voices leadership, organized
labor is counterattacking entrenched employer hostility to work-
ers’ rights and trying to transform government into an ally in this

effort. Yet success is still elusive. The AFL-CIO has stemmed the
decline in union density, but it has not raised the percentage of
workers in unions. It was a presence in the 2000 and 2002
national elections, but its influence is not sufficient to give it the
political weight it seeks and needs. 

Other advanced industrialized countries
Most advanced industrial democracies have decreased in union
density since 1950.26 Union decline is not a uniquely American
phenomenon, although France is the only other advanced indus-
trial democracy with union density even lower than that of the
United States. In 1992, when the next lowest countries on the
scale were at 24.5 percent (Japan) and 25.9 percent (New
Zealand) density, the United States was at 15.3 percent and
France at 9.4 percent. Australia and the United Kingdom, coun-
tries that had experienced strong anti-union governments, were at
39.6 percent and 41.3 percent, respectively. The share of workers
covered by collective-bargaining agreements tells a somewhat dif-
ferent story: the United States at 18 percent, Japan at 21 percent,
the United Kingdom at 47 percent, Australia at 80 percent, and
France at 92 percent.27

There are in fact multiple dimensions of political and eco-
nomic power, as the French case makes clear.28 In France and
other continental European countries, erga omnes mechanisms,
remnants of Roman law, require legal extensions of collectively
bargained wages to all contracts in the same sector. In France, as
well as in Austria, Belgium, and Portugal, the state is particularly
active in extending coverage.29 In Germany, Austria, and the
Scandinavian countries, employers’ associations are likely to
extend coverage, perhaps “as an implied response to the threat of
collective action.”30

Bernhard Ebbinghaus and Jelle Visser argue for analyzing labor
movements according to their national institutional configura-
tions, for it is these that “structure the alternatives for strategic
choice given the ongoing changes and new challenges.”31 The
countries least susceptible to decline have considerable institu-
tional power over the labor market through coordinated and
encompassing bargaining, centralized wage setting, and other
corporatist arrangements. This is the institutional constellation
that also tends to support superior economic performance in
terms of wage moderation and low unemployment.32 While the
evidence is still indeterminate, there is reason to believe that
decentralized collective bargaining may be the next best alterna-
tive, superior to intermediate institutions for both employers and
employees.33

There is also considerable confirmation for Bo Rothstein’s argu-
ment that advanced industrial democracies with unemployment
insurance run by unions (the Ghent system) are likely to engen-
der a more powerful labor movement.34 The Ghent system gives
labor organizations control over an important selective incentive
to join a union. Moreover, even where union membership is not a
mandatory feature of the Ghent system, employees still seem to
credit the unions with their insurance security and retain their
membership in the union even when they become unemployed.35

Another important set of institutions includes arrangements
providing significant union access to the workplace or other
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forms of workplace representation.36 Recent surveys in the
Netherlands, France, and Britain indicate that contact with work-
ers by unions significantly influences union density.37 Where
workers are not asked to join a union or where union density is
so low that the likelihood of interactions with other union mem-
bers is tiny, union density is unlikely to increase. Closed shops
ensure union contact and access, and where they are increasingly
outlawed, as in Britain, there is a noticeable decline in union den-
sity.38 Works councils can magnify the influence of unions, even
where, as in France, union density is very low, but their major
effect is to provide rank-and-file representation at the workplace.
They are mandatory in Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, the
Netherlands, and Spain, and guaranteed through collective bar-
gaining in Scandinavia and Italy.39

Where unions have significant economic and political power,
as they do throughout much of continental Europe, the claims
Richard Freeman and James Medoff made for what American
unions do for workers are even more evidently true.40 They
improve nonwage compensation and working conditions, ensure
a relatively equitable and fair distribution of pay, offer protections
against discriminatory and arbitrary supervision, and provide
services to members. 

The explanations for the variation in union density and
strength are multiple and complex,41 but one stands out.
Institutions matter, and they seem to matter a lot. Institutions
that enhance labor’s capacity to regulate the labor market 
and control the shop floor are especially important. The legal 
framework—particularly as it affects the degree that union organ-
ization, bargaining, and control over unemployment insurance
are centralized—has major consequences for the economic and
political power of organized labor. Rules governing local repre-
sentation are also important in explaining recruitment, the sus-
taining of membership rates, and militancy. 

Newly industrializing countries
Research on the recent past of the advanced industrial democra-
cies indicates the importance of institutional factors in account-
ing for variations in national labor movements. Research on the
early history of those movements and, more recently, on the labor
movements in newly industrializing countries is informative
about the role of labor as a social movement. Whether unions
emerge in response to employers’ preferences, autonomous state
action, or labor mobilization remains a subject of scholarly
debate, but their establishment is, at least in part, a reflection of
labor militance.42 Important liberation and democratization
movements throughout Latin America, Africa, and Asia centrally
involved the labor movements of those countries.43 Labor unions
presently influence the politics and development policies of coun-
tries throughout the world.44

There are at least two elements in the success of such move-
ments. The first is that many have a local base at the shop floor
and in the community; such unions have a foundation for build-
ing membership and creating the kinds of social pressure and
selective incentives that in turn facilitate effective collective
action. The second is institutional, having to do with both elec-
toral and legislative arrangements. European and Latin American

governments and parties tend to be structured in ways that make
them more open to labor constituencies and more able to offer
organized labor favorable policies and treatment in return for
support than the more fragmented and decentralized American
governance system normally can.45

A comparative perspective affirms the importance of institu-
tions in accounting for the relative weakness of American labor
while indicating how essential mobilization, locally and nationally,
is for increasing union power. Absent a strong set of labor market
institutions and without—at this conjuncture—the political clout
to establish them, the best strategy is mobilization through social-
movement unions.

The Historical Context
American employers have opposed trade unions with vehemence
unequaled in other OECD [Organisation for Economic Co-
Operation and Development] nations.46

— David Brian Robertson, Capital, Labor, and State

What strongly distinguishes U.S. labor history from that of other
advanced industrial democracies is the quality of employer hos-
tility towards unions, the ideology and political strategies of a
crucial set of leaders at a critical historical moment, and, most
important, the government and legal framework. There may be a
chicken-and-egg problem here. To some extent, the attitudes and
behavior of employers and unions explain government institu-
tions, but the state philosophy and rules governing labor relations
also influence the strategies of the two groups toward each other
and toward government. Government institutions, throughout
most of U.S. history, have tended to empower bosses and weak-
en workers.

Employer hostility
Throughout the United States, employer hostility has traditional-
ly been fierce, and union avoidance remains common. Research
on organizing campaigns47 finds that the use of management con-
sultants, delaying tactics, illegal firings, and harassment of union
activists is relatively prevalent and has negative effects on union
representation elections. More impressionistic evidence gleaned
from newspaper stories and labor Web sites offers numerous
examples of such tactics by management in workplaces as diverse
as Wal-Mart,48 the Massachusetts Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Children (MSPCC),49 and apple packing houses in
Washington State.50

Employers in the South and the Southwest have been and con-
tinue to be particularly anti-union. The Sunbelt was an original
locus of the now common shifts of jobs from powerful, higher
paid workers to lower paid, more tractable ones. Despite the
heroic organizational efforts of the CIO’s Operation Dixie in
1946,51 the southern states  remain among those with the lowest
union density; in 2001 only 5 percent of the employed in
Virginia belonged to unions, and only 3.7 percent did in North
Carolina.52 Only at the turn of this century did the textile facto-
ry, memorialized in the film Norma Rae, finally win union repre-
sentation and collective bargaining rights. The southern and
southwestern states are also most likely to have right-to-work
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laws: legislation prohibiting mandatory payment (in dues or rep-
resentation fees) by employees to unions that have negotiated
contracts on their behalf.

U.S. employers are hardly alone in attempting to block unions;
the history of advanced industrial countries and the current expe-
riences of the newly industrializing are chockablock with exam-
ples of employer recalcitrance. Repression at the workplace,
harassment and firing of union organizers and strikers, and
reliance on courts and police are not unique to America.
However, U.S. government institutions and laws do seem to
encourage and empower anti-union actions by employers.53

The state, the law, and the NLRB
The philosophy of the U.S. state is grounded in individualism,
not collectivism. Individual liberties and voice, not collective or
corporatist rights, form the basis for influence and power.
Government leadership, with a few noteworthy exceptions, has
supported a version of federalism that privileges localisms,
including slavery and the institutionalized racism that followed.
The national state did not perceive its role as providing a social
floor for its citizens. There was a brief moment in U.S. history
when government introduced corporatist or, at least, tripartite
power sharing arrangements with labor and business. In the
1930s, the Great Depression—with its manifest labor unrest—
raised real questions about the future of capitalism and most def-
initely about the self-regulating capacities of the market. Then
World War II created the need for new forms of industrial coop-
eration and incentives. The labor movement had not yet reached
its apex of union density, but it may well have been in its most
powerful political moment. It had the potential to cripple the
economy and affect the outcome of elections. President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt recognized his reliance on the votes of workers
and the unemployed, and so did numerous mayors, governors,
and legislators at all levels of government.

One initial response was the passage of a major new national
law in 1935. The Wagner Act, the popular name for the National
Labor Relations Act (NLRA), recognizes the rights of workers to
organize and creates a regulatory framework for union represen-
tation elections, collective bargaining, and strikes managed by the
National Labor Relations Board (NLRB). Employers claimed
NLRB favoritism toward labor; and by the end of World War II,
both employers and government were increasingly antagonistic to
unions, especially militant or radical unions. The result was, first,
a change in the appointments and character of the NLRB, and
then the more draconian and anti-union refinements embodied
in the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947.54 Since, even the pro-union or
pro-business proclivity of the NLRB decisions has been highly
correlated with the political party of the board’s president and,
therefore, who is appointed to sit on the NLRB.55

What is important for my argument is the nature of the regu-
latory and legal structure this legislation created rather than the
details of the provisions or motivations behind their enactment.
The rules made representation and contract negotiation revolve
around bargaining units rather than whole firms or occupations or
industries. The centralized and coordinated bargaining of many
European states did not exist; in the United States, bargaining is

generally decentralized, localized, and only occasionally and par-
tially coordinated. The rules also eviscerated the strike weapon.
Legal strikes could only take place during contract negotiations—
and then only under certain conditions. Taft-Hartley outlawed
secondary boycotts and sympathy strikes, further reducing the
efficacy of work stoppages.

The industry-wide agreements that characterize Australian and
most European bargaining were not available to U.S. unions
except in the rare case where sufficient bargaining and strike
power could impose coordination through a national contract on
the employers. Under the leadership of Harry Bridges, the long-
shore workers won coast-wise56 bargaining in 1935. The conflict
over the 2002 contract reveals the International Longshore and
Warehouse Union (ILWU) vehemence in defense of this princi-
ple, even in the face of an employer lockout and the imposition
of the first presidential injunction in decades. It was not until
1964 that James S. Hoffa, as president of the International
Brotherhood of Teamsters, won the first nationwide trucking
contract. Pattern bargaining, in which the contract won at one
company becomes the pattern for the others in that sector, did
become a common practice in the 1950s and 1960s in major
industries such as auto, steel, and coal. However, as Nelson
Lichtenstein argues,57 this form of  bargaining created a private
welfare system that was firm-centered and job dependent, and
that “perpetuated inequality and inefficiency. It was patriarchal
and racially coded.” The segmented labor market58 located the
majority of women and minorities in nonunionized jobs outside
the industrial core. They did not receive the social insurance that
the skilled, unionized, and primarily male, white workers did.

The institutions of labor law and its administration ensured
that full-fledged corporatist relationships could not emerge in the
United States—even if there had been serious advocacy for them.
The United States experienced no sustained tripartite governance
of industry with labor at the table beside government and busi-
ness. Industrial democracy, as meaningful worker voice in work-
place and production decisions, was a demand and a dream of the
unions that organized so effectively in the 1930s. In the United
States, the collective-bargaining system means that workers can
influence firm decisions only to the extent they have the power to
enforce democratic inclusion through strike threats. 

The absence of an American labor party combines with presi-
dentialism and the nature of the American party system to further
inhibit union power. Organized labor has never been and cannot
be a partner in a governing coalition. At best it was—and is—a
strong interest group within the Democratic Party. It lobbies and
pressures, but it does not rule. This may be a result of the oppo-
sition of government to such efforts, particularly in the nine-
teenth century, but it also reflects the attitudes and ideology of a
long stream of AFL and CIO leadership.59

With the rise of the CIO, there was a significant change in atti-
tude toward the government’s role in labor. There were union
leaders and rank-and-file workers agitating for universal benefits
and protections, and they did succeed in winning minimum
wage, fair labor standards, Social Security, and unemployment
insurance. However, the more conservative forces within the
labor movement and without ultimately defeated even the

50 March 2003 Vol. 1/No. 1



mildest social-democratic platforms. A rights-based approach
evolved in which workers received individual rather than collec-
tive rights; this may have further undermined corporatist
demands.60 Anticommunism, often union supported, purged or
silenced most of the progressive voices. The much-touted postwar
labor-management accord was not about a social wage; it was an
exchange of productivity gains to workers in return for relative
labor quiescence. By 1980, even that was gone.61 Once advocates
of industrial democracy, even CIO unions moved from agitation
for shop floor control and power at the firm or industry level to
narrowly focused, routinized bargaining left to the higher officers
and professionals. 

Union governance
The governance of American unions reflects the institutions of
American government and the laws regulating labor activity. Both
the AFL-CIO and its member internationals are structured fed-
erally and vertically; the major power lies with the international
unions that form the federation, particularly the largest among
them. It is they who pay membership fees to the AFL-CIO; it is
their locals that organize, collect dues, and engage in collective
bargaining and strikes. 

The basis of representation and action in the AFL-CIO is not
geographic, even though the other major building blocks in the
AFL-CIO are state federations, whose primary tasks are legislative
and electoral, and to some extent involve public relations and
coordination. In the nineteenth century, central labor councils
(CLCs) formed to coordinate political, social, and economic
action by the working class within an urban area.62 CLCs were key
to campaigns for the eight-hour day and labor rights and to some
of the major actions in U.S. labor history; the Seattle General
Strike of 1919 is a case in point. Their role was to coordinate and
support regional organizing. As early as the second decade of the
twentieth century, the AFL enacted rules and policies to limit the
power of central labor councils in order to inhibit their potential
competition with national unions. They became even less impor-
tant as labor markets became more national. The shift from geo-
graphic to occupational mobilization was complete.

Once social-movement organizations, American business
unions tend to fit the Michels stereotype of bureaucratized, hier-
archical, and oligarchical organizations.63 Leadership cadres hold
power for decades and protect their privileges and power, some-
times at the expense of the rank and file (quite literally, in the case
of corrupt unions). They are more concerned with organizational
survival and protection of leadership privilege than anything else.
Periodic fair elections free them from governmental scrutiny and
receivership but hardly ensure meaningful participation or effec-
tive opposition to current leadership. In many unions and in the
AFL-CIO itself, top leadership is elected indirectly; only conven-
tion representatives vote. Many internationals long denied rank
and file a direct vote on contracts, and some still do. 

There are also far too many horror stories of corruption and
thuggery. In 1969 UMW reformer Jock Yablonski and his family
were murdered after his successful run for the presidency of the
union. Tony Boyle, the president he challenged, was convicted of
conspiracy in the crime in 1972 as well as for embezzlement from

the union. Headlines regularly remind the public of the excesses
of the Teamsters, East Coast longshore union, building trade
unions, and even chapters of AFSCME and of AFL-CIO
President Sweeney’s own union, the SEIU. Such stories and other
recurring scandals feed general public cynicism toward unions.
They also raise questions about the benefits of unions in the
minds of potential and actual members. 

What Do Workers Want?
American unions confront many of the same economic pressures
that unions in other countries face. The internationalization of
capital and labor markets, the movement of jobs to locations with
low-wage and nonunionized workers, and the consequent race to
the bottom is worldwide. Manufacturing is moving from the
early to the late industrializers, and the service economy is
becoming increasingly predominant in Europe and the Antipodes
as well as North America. Globalization, measured by a variety of
means, is omnipresent but with large variations in its effects on
policies, politics, and union density.64 These facts raise questions
about how unions should proceed but also about what the work-
ers themselves are demanding of their society.

Unions can exist only if workers want to join them, and unions
can be a force for social equity only if the membership is pro-
gressive. There are issues about both of these motivations on the
part of contemporary workers and employees. There is an even
deeper question about how and when workers are likely to sup-
port policies and programs for larger issues of social justice.

Do workers want unions?
Richard Freeman and Joel Rogers65 claim that union members
strongly support their unions and that nonunion members want
unions. The most recent study by Peter D. Hart Research
Associates,66 a study commissioned by the AFL-CIO, finds a
surge of support for union representation since 1984, when 65
percent of nonunionized workers did not want a union. By 2002,
50 percent of nonunion workers and 54 percent of all workers
preferred union representation. The percentages are particularly
high among 18- to 34-year-olds (58 percent), those with incomes
under $40,000 (59 percent), and minorities (74 percent).

Workers may want unions, but there is nonetheless a decline in
the commitment to unions. Memory is short. Those who built
and benefited from the unions are no longer the active member-
ship. The “lords of the docks” who work the ports today never
had the experience of being the “wharf rats” that prior genera-
tions did. If even the ILWU67—a still militant, proud, and
extremely participatory union—has a problem obtaining mem-
ber involvement, how much harder it must be in unions with no
such mores. It is especially difficult for unions to prove their
worth to workers they represent who are experiencing deteriora-
tion in their living standards. How much worse things would be
without union representation is hard to prove, especially in the
face of anti-union propaganda by employers and government.
The cost of dues can be high and the coercive requirements chaf-
ing; the returns are less clear or certain in a period of relative labor
weakness at the bargaining table and in the halls of economic and
political power. 
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Are workers progressive?
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels believed that the proletariat con-
stituted the potential revolutionaries who would bring down cap-
italism and erect a new world order dedicated to peace, 
prosperity, and the equality of all. Undoubtedly, workers’ organi-
zations have been at the forefront of some important movements
for democracy and social change. Recent experiences in South
Africa, Brazil, and Korea are illustrative, and labor unions have
been essential to the achievement of wide-ranging social-insurance
programs and protections, as well as being “the folks who brought
you the weekend.” However, few would claim anymore that the
workers of the advanced industrial countries are the vanguard of a
new world order. 

A long tradition in political sociology dating from Robert
Michels68 insists that workers are passive, preferring to be led.
Seymour Martin Lipset69 goes further, claiming that workers have
tendencies toward authoritarianism, extremism, racism, and
xenophobia. Others concur that some workers have these tenden-
cies, but insist that these attitudes are contextual and malleable.
V.I. Lenin70 believes in the power of leadership to transform the
working class. His solution is an ideologically committed intelli-
gentsia that designs organizations and campaigns to overcome the
natural economism or short-term material interests of the mem-
bership. Adam Przeworski71 agrees about the inadequacy of indi-
vidual material incentives in explaining revolutionary action. If
only material concerns are at issue, workers will cling to the status
quo and avoid a transition with its dip in economic welfare,
despite the promise of significant economic improvement at the
end of the transition. Nelson Lichtenstein concludes his recent
book by saying, “The fate of American labor is linked to the
power of the ideas and values that sustain it.”72 The implication of
such arguments is that workers have good reasons to seek change,
but they, like everyone else, tend to focus on short-term material
payoffs and their own individual costs and benefits—unless
inspired to think beyond themselves. They will become social-
movement activists if there is an ideology that sufficiently captures
their concerns and imagination, and a road map for effective
action. 

Does this claim depend on workers having “nothing to lose but
their chains”? Obviously not. Nor does it depend on workers hav-
ing something but not much to lose. Although the famous “afflu-
ent worker” studies suggest that better-off workers have weak loy-
alty or even linkage to unions,73 there are examples of militant,
even radical, unions composed of highly paid workers. Longshore
workers and dockworkers on the West Coast and in Australia
come to mind. It is true that some of the most progressive recent
social-movement unions seem to emerge from among workers at
the bottom end of the class, wage, and social scale—e.g., the
United Farm Workers (UFW); the Union of Needletrades,
Industrial and Textile Employees (UNITE); and Justice for
Janitors (JfJ). On the other hand, low-wage workers organized by
the Teamsters opt for business unionism and a conservative social
agenda. The correlation between salary and political conscious-
ness is hardly perfect and often surprising.

It appears that workers’ ideological commitments and prefer-
ence for union style is not a given. There is a literature suggesting

that American unions with communist leadership were more 
likely to be both democratic and socially committed.74 My own
recent research lends some support to this claim and further sug-
gests that democratic, participatory, and deliberative processes
contribute to the development of a progressive social con-
science.75 The revolutionary workers of Marx and Engels remain
a possibility and, very occasionally, a reality. Commitment to
social democracy is even more clearly a possibility, however, and
very much a function of factors under human control, such as
institutional arrangements, a programmatic vision, and innova-
tive leadership. 

How Can Unions Change?

The mission of the AFL-CIO is to improve the lives of working 
families—to bring economic justice to the workplace and social jus-
tice to our nation. To accomplish this mission we will build and
change the American labor movement.76

What can and should American unions do in order to promote
the vision of government and social justice the AFL-CIO claims
to serve? Reform of labor law in order to remove restrictions on
union recognition and strikes and to increase coordinated bar-
gaining would almost certainly enhance union strength, but
such reforms are unlikely in the current political environment.
Labor organizations can, however, reform their internal institu-
tions of union governance structures; they can commit even
more resources to organizing; and they can become social-
movement unions. There are limits to all these strategies, but
they are limits worth facing and overcoming to the extent 
possible.

The tendency toward business unionism is not, in fact, an iron
law.77 The current resurgence of union reform, organizing, and
militancy suggests the possibility of change. However, as Kim
Voss and Rachel Sherman point out, “[s]cholars have rarely taken
up the question of how social-movement organizations reverse
conservatism in goals and tactics.”78 Yet that is exactly the ques-
tion scholars must address. 

Internal reform
The New Voices leadership did not just burst on the scene. It
emerged from forces of change already building within the union
movement. 

Reform groups now exist in a number of internationals.
Perhaps the best known is Teamsters for a Democratic Union
(TDU), but there are others. Since the 1970s, national con-
stituency groups have formed within the AFL-CIO in order to
give the silenced a voice.79 They are composed of trade unionists
who share characteristics (e.g., race, national origin, gender) that
have led to discrimination within the labor movement. The con-
stituency groups get issues on the agenda that have previously
been ignored by their locals, their internationals, and the feder-
ation. They link the labor movement with specific identity
groups and, therefore, help create new social networks and over-
come distrust. 

The New Voices regime has shaken up the bureaucracy in 
the national and some of the AFL-CIO’s state offices. The 
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reorganization of departments and programs reflects an effort to
speak to the concerns of rank-and-file union members, activists,
and constituencies. For example, the Common Sense Economics
program engages numerous members and allies in guided learn-
ing about how the economy works, who benefits, and who loses.
The Corporate Affairs Department has been active in aiding
unions in their efforts to interact with employers over capital
stewardship and corporate governance and also in developing
strategies to achieve workplace democracy and deal with techno-
logical change. 

Partially in response to the pressure and campaigns by activists
within and without, the AFL-CIO is redefining its program
through actions. Involvement in the campaigns for global justice,
the living wage, and the anti-sweatshop movement reveal, as no
words can, a commitment to social justice not only for American
workers but for American and world citizens more generally. This
is not to deny the very real tensions within the labor movement
about what its stance should be on protectionism and free trade,
on jobs that go overseas and the workers who take them, on envi-
ronmental questions, and so forth.80 This debate is necessary,
healthy, and productive toward putting together a program of
social justice and democracy around which organized labor can
rally. Engagement in these actions is, moreover, a significant indi-
cator of the renewed willingness of the labor unions to join the
larger transnational movements of contention.

A renaissance is occurring at the regional and urban levels too.
Under the leadership of several reform-minded and militant exec-
utive secretaries in San Diego, Los Angeles, Seattle, Milwaukee,
and other cities, central labor councils  are becoming more
active.81 One consequence of the renewed emphasis on geo-
graphically based organizing is the AFL-CIO’s Union Cities pro-
gram, initiated in 1997.

Some locals are also transforming themselves. After a detailed
analysis of the 14 locals of SEIU, Hotel Employees and Restaurant
Employees (HERE), and United Food and Commercial Workers
(UFCW) in northern California, Voss and Sherman posit three
factors as essential to revitalization of union locals: political crisis
within the local, activists with experiences in other unions and
social movements, and pressure from the international.82 Often
the political crisis is a result of a faction challenging corrupt or
bureaucratic leadership or raising alternative strategies in the wake
of disastrous strikes and poor collective-bargaining contracts. They
help to democratize the unions as well as to energize members.
Their efforts are likely to fail, however, if the international leader-
ship obstructs their efforts. The unions most likely to transform
themselves into social-movement unions, however, and to ally
with a wide range of socially progressive coalition partners are
those also possessing leaders, locally and nationally, who them-
selves have strong commitments to larger issues of social and eco-
nomic justice. 

The following review of American unions’ efforts to recruit
and retain members and to more effectively use and increase their
political and economic clout can only suggest the importance of
these factors. Further research is necessary to confirm them and
to lay out the conditions under which various strategies are more
likely to succeed or to fail. 

Organizing: The tactical repertoire
The labor movement needs to increase union density or, at least,
to slow its decline if it is to survive and enhance its economic and
political power. This requires a national commitment to organiz-
ing more workers, openness to involving workers from outside the
crafts and industrial core, and a revised and innovative repertoire
of organizing tactics. It also involves developing public support
and allies from outside the labor movement. The global-justice
movement and other new social movements are creating further
opportunities for mobilization and coalitions.

The AFL-CIO “new leadership” committed 30 percent of its
budget to organizing and asked all its affiliated unions to do the
same.83 Some have fully complied, but most have not. There is a
tension between providing services to existing members and dis-
tributing limited resources toward organizing, especially when
organizing drives can be expensive and the probability of success
uncertain. Most local leaders—even international leaders, subject
to periodic reelection—must demonstrate success in attracting
members and winning contracts.

Moreover, given the changes in the occupational structure and
given the enormity of the task before them, it is not clear that the
AFL-CIO unions even possess the resources to mount an effec-
tive organizing drive. Henry S. Farber and Bruce Western argue
that the decline in density in private-sector unions in the United
States is largely owing to the increase in employment in the
nonunion sector and the decrease in employment in the union
sector.84 To improve density, even to sustain it, thus requires a
massive organizing effort, as Figure 2 indicates. It would mean a
resource commitment “three times that observed even at the peak
of the 1940s growth spurt.”85 The labor movement must either
change the cost of organizing new workers by changing the labor
laws or else devote even more resources than they already have to
this effort. The success of the first strategy seems unlikely at the
moment, although there is some lobbying for change. The second
will, by Farber and Western’s accounting, cost each union mem-
ber about $144 per year, about $115 (500 percent) more than
they are currently paying, to achieve even a steady state of union
membership figures.86

There are nonmonetary obstacles as well. Given the growth of
the low-wage service sector and changes in the demography of the
labor force, many of the organizing drives target occupations
largely composed of people of color, immigrants, and women.
Many union locals have traditionally drawn their membership
from a particular gender or racial group and are not well prepared
to represent another. This sends a negative signal about the open-
ness of unions to diversity, which the AFL-CIO is attempting to
counter by recruiting organizers and union staff more representa-
tive of the population they wish to recruit. Stories of organizers
and workers87 reveal both how much the labor movement has
changed and how far it still has to go to be credible among a truly
diverse population. 

There is, nonetheless, some very effective organizing taking
place. The public sector had a huge spurt in density in the 1960s
and 1970s, largely owing to the passage of legislation that legal-
ized collective bargaining and, in some cases, strikes. Union den-
sity in the public sector is, as of 2001, approximately 37 percent,
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but it has largely held steady since 1983. Unionization is partic-
ularly high in local government, especially among the protective
services, although it is also high among teachers.88 Recently, new
groups within the public sector have begun to organize, 
however. So have groups with a public-sector connection.
Graduate-student teaching and research assistants are winning
bargaining rights in states across the country. In Los Angeles
75,000 home care workers voted to affiliate with the SEIU in
February 1999. This was the largest election ever won by the
AFL-CIO, and its impact was political as well as economic. The
SEIU was so effective in part because it defined government as
the employer and then used its political clout in an electoral
environment that reduced resistance to its campaign.
Subsequent gubernatorial proposals to improve the wages and
benefits of home care workers appear to have been a direct con-
sequence of the union victory.

Public-sector and private-sector unionization rates, measured
by both density and coverage, indicate the increasing divergence
between the public and private sectors, as Figure 3 illustrates.
They also reveal a greater gap between coverage and member-
ship in the private sector, indicating a greater degree of free 
riding.

Sherman and Voss89 identify major tactics in the private sector,
some quite innovative and others reinventions of old tactics, that
unions currently use in organizing. The first is intensive worker
organizing with an emphasis on direct worker contact through
house visits and involvement in workers’ committees. In these
contacts, the campaign uses a rhetoric of dignity and fairness as
well as economic benefits. The second is the corporate campaign,
involving research on the target firm and appeals to stockholders,
board members, and lenders. The third tactic in the new reper-
toire is strategic targeting, the selection of a business based on its
strategic centrality to an industry rather than immediate worker
complaints. Fourth, organizers are seeking to avoid the cumber-
some NLRB election process and gain voluntary recognition
from employers with simple demonstrations of majority support
by the workers. This is the basic repertoire, but organizers are also
finding new ways to build coalitions with community groups
whose constituents are possible union members and most defi-
nitely potential supporters and allies in efforts to win better work-
ing conditions and to achieve social justice. 

Using the repertoire. Both the SEIU’s Justice for Janitors campaign90

and HERE’s wall-to-wall organizing of the employees of the Las
Vegas casinos and hotels illustrate the effective use of this tactical
repertoire. Organizers went where people live as well as where they
work. Workers mobilized and demonstrated, they shamed bosses
and political officials, they got newspaper coverage, and they won. 

Two interesting recent campaigns illustrate the range in the
new tactical repertoire. The Society of Professional Engineering
Employees in Aerospace (SPEEA) originally organized in 1944
and became the collective-bargaining agent with Boeing in 1946.
SPEEA was primarily a professional association composed of the
most highly educated, highest paid, and highest status employees
at Boeing; chief executives of the company regularly moved up
the ladder from their midst. SPEEA was used to the periodic lay-
offs in the industry and prepared to deal with them. However,
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Figure 2
Organizing Rate Required to Maintain Previous Year’s Rate

Organizing Rate Required to Maintain 1973’s Rate

Source: Farber and Western 2001. Courtesy of the Journal of Labor Research.

Figure 3
Private and Public Sector Unionization Rates, 1973–1998

Source: Farber and Western 2001. Courtesy of the Journal of Labor Research.



when the culture of Boeing changed after its merger with
McDonnell Douglass, SPEEA also changed its style. It affiliated
with the International Federation of Professional and Technical
Engineers, becoming IFPTE Local 2001, AFL-CIO, in 1999,
and in the following year ran its historic strike. These were not
people used to being on picket lines, honking their horns when
they saw union marches or pickets, or otherwise identifying with
unions. They learned fast with the help and support of regional
unions, Jobs with Justice and the King County Labor Council.
They won the strike and inspired 5,200 Boeing engineers in
Kansas City to vote for representation by SPEEA in 2000. They
are currently organizing in St. Louis.

In the 1990s, the “permatemps” of Microsoft and other high-
tech companies began to object to their second-class and insecure
status as contract workers. Microsoft classified them as employees
of temporary staffing firms, thus denying them health benefits,
vestment in the company, advancement opportunities, and even
invitations to the company picnic. Yet they did the same work as
the permanent employees and had not necessarily chosen to be
“permatemps.” In 1998 they officially formed the Washington
Alliance of Technology, or WashTech, and affiliated with the
Communications Workers of America (CWA), AFL-CIO. Their
primary tactic is legal; in 1998 they began to win major settle-
ments in a suit initiated against Microsoft in 1992. They appeal
to members and allies through open debates, investigative reports
on the industry, and media coverage. The strike is not—at the
moment—in their repertoire. 

Building alliances.91 Solidarity is fragile, be it inter-union or with
potential coalition partners, domestic and international. Even
intra-union solidarity can be problematic. Solidarity among
workers is put under stress not only by the divide-and-conquer
strategies of employers and governments, and not only by the
racism and sexism characterizing some unions and their rank and
file, but also by the competition with the working poor and
unemployed who do not belong to unions in the United States
and with workers, unionized or not, overseas. Even so, the AFL-
CIO and its affiliates must increase popular support of union
efforts if they are to change anti-union practices by employers
and governments and ultimately the legal framework of labor
relations. These facts have stimulated a search for additional ways
to link organizations based in poor and minority communities
with organizing drives and other efforts to protect the rights of
workers and their standard of living. 

Success often requires community support, but distrust tends
to characterize the relationship between unions and their poten-
tial allies from community-based organizations. A history of
racial discrimination, anti-immigration policy, and downright
xenophobia provides part of the explanation for the distrust that
ethnic and minority groups feel toward unions. The urban-
renewal programs of the 1960s and, more recently, stadium
building, transportation programs, and downtown redevelop-
ment confirm that unions and CBOs often possess competing
interests in issues of economic and community development.
These public projects create jobs, but often at the expense of the
current residents, who find themselves denied membership and

apprenticeships in the unions whose members are razing their
homes and neighborhoods. The distrust becomes mutual when
protests and lobbying put at risk projects for which unions have
won hard-fought battles to secure jobs for their members and to
ensure employer neutrality during organization and representa-
tion campaigns. Lack of confidence in the competence and com-
mitment of potential coalition partners fuels further distrust.
Unions fear that community groups lack the numbers and disci-
pline necessary to mobilize people for the picket line, hearing, or
ballot box. Community groups perceive unions as using them
when in need of allies and failing to follow through on promises. 

Union survival is the major motivation for union efforts to win
community allies. Ira Katznelson92 finds that the split between
the political and economic lives of workers in the United States
often undermines political militancy while making ethnic identi-
fication trump class in politics. Coalitions may transform that
relationship, reinforcing cross-racial class identity among low-
wage workers in African American, Latino, immigrant, and other
ethnic communities, possibly leading them to be sympathetic to
unionization.93

Perhaps the most effective way to overcome distrust is by a
credible commitment—that is, procedures, rules, and institu-
tional arrangements that ensure automatic sanctions against the
trusted if the trust is violated. Credible commitments by unions
require going further than rhetorical recognition of the poor as
part of the working class or even campaigns for policies supposed
to aid the working poor and unemployed, be they union mem-
bers or not. Credible commitments require unions to grant to
CBOs valuable monetary, human, and reputational resources.94

This can entail giving community groups an effective veto over
the deployment of the union’s organizational resources in money
and people or putting union resources at the disposal of the com-
munity groups with whom they are allying. The union will lose
those resources unless it actually delivers on its promise to stay in
a campaign until the community’s goals as well as those of the
union are met. In a period of union decline, the potential loss of
valuable union assets sends a strong signal to community-based
groups that the unions are eager to overcome traditional barriers,
build trust, and develop the social networks and cooperative
exchanges essential for a real and vital coalition. 

This is not, however, an easy commitment for unions to make.
Their pockets, while fuller than those of most CBOs, are not infi-
nitely deep. The source of union funds is member dues, which
might better serve the interests of the rank and file if dedicated to
direct organizing or lobbying. 

Provision of services
Several of the new organizing drives provide services in addition
to the promise of improved wages and working conditions. For
example, in the late 1990s the Bay Area SEIU 616 turned to the
Labor Project for Working Families to provide a service center for
the African American, Mexican, Central American, and Filipino
women who worked as home care workers.95 The partnership
between the SEIU and the Labor Project facilitated access to
funding, produced a real team effort—and a real team—among
the union and community organizers, and offered the kinds of
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services and networks that the workers needed to maintain their
commitment to the union. 

UNITE has created Garment Workers Justice Centers (GWJCs)
in New York City, Miami, Los Angeles, and San Francisco for
minority and immigrant sweatshop workers. The long-term goal is
to use a neighborhood base to unionize workers in a dispersed and
highly competitive industry. The GWJCs are open to nonmem-
bers as well as members of UNITE; they offer skills training, lan-
guage education, and education about their rights in the country
and at the workplace. In a survey of individuals coming to the
GWJC in New York’s fashion district, Immanual Ness found that
the centers do engender support for unionization and collective
action.96 Even so, the GWJCs must count as only a partial success
from the union’s perspective. First, while they may effectively assist
workers, they are ineffective at insulating workers from contractors
who are able to move to where workers are more willing to accept
lower pay and worse conditions. Second, the probable length of
the organizing drive is likely to try the patience of supporting locals
who are providing the funding.

Building a network
Jobs with Justice (JwJ) coalitions, created in 1987, bring together
union, community, and religious activists, and other social-
movement groups, on behalf of issues that affect the rights and wel-
fare of workers and their families. JwJ is closely tied to organized
labor but also stands apart from it.

JwJ has supporters sign cards pledging them to attend at least
five actions a year on behalf of someone else’s fight, and then it
follows up with leaflets, mailers, e-mail lists, and phone banks.
The Workers’ Rights Boards (WRBs) are committees of promi-
nent citizens drawn from the community, legislature, and reli-
gious and educational institutions; they hold public hearings on
violations of the rights of local workers, organized and unorgan-
ized. As of 2001, there were WRBs in 20 cities and JwJ chapters
in 29 states and the District of Columbia. There were 63 work-
place campaigns, up from 41 in 2000.97

By mobilizing support for civil rights and community actions
as well as for strikes and other labor actions, JwJ builds a network
of activists who begin to recognize the overlap in the interests of
unions and those of CBOs. By focusing on problems that are of
importance to poor and minority peoples, whether or not they
are members of unions, JwJ overcomes distrust of unions as nar-
rowly self-interested. 

Mobilizing union resources to enhance union power
Organizing new workers while retaining old ones increases union
density and power. This is but an initial step, however. To be an
effective countervailing power within American democracy,
labor organizations must use members and their resources to fur-
ther enhance not only their own material well-being but also
democracy and social justice. Strikes, of course, are the primary
weapon by which American unions traditionally have gained
recognition and boosted their economic position. Under
NLRA/Taft-Hartley restrictions and with a hostile governmental
and employment environment, American labor organizations
can no longer rely only on the strike even for these important but
limited purposes. Despite their significant weaknesses, unions

nonetheless possess considerable collective resources: as
investors, as consumers, as members of a social movement, and
as political actors. 

Union pension funds are currently worth more than $7 tril-
lion, but there are also other forms of deferred workers’ savings.
Investments in housing and long-term economic redevelopment
plans that benefit poor people as well as higher paid union mem-
bers can represent a credible commitment to CBOs. Strategic use
of funds can also influence the political economy of regional eco-
nomic development. Workers’ money can have an important
impact on revitalizing depressed communities by providing ven-
ture capital for firms that would be unable to continue or start
up.98 Following the models for investment established by four
Canadian funds, the Heartland Forum supported by the United
Steelworkers of America has been developing programs and ana-
lyzing their effects in Pittsburgh and its environs, as well as in
other locales. 

These funds, it must be remembered, are pension funds, and
their primary use is—and must remain—as social insurance to
the workers. The mobilization of the workers’ consumer dollars,
votes, and protest does not carry this restriction.

Boycotts and consumer campaigns. For much of the twentieth cen-
tury, unions used their purchasing power to “buy American.”
Union labels conveyed to the consumer that a good was “made
in the U.S.A.” Dana Frank99 writes movingly of the racism and
sexism inherent in these campaigns. She compels us to rethink
that strategy in a world where buying American denies jobs and
livelihood to workers in other countries while doing little to
bring about economic justice or democracy within the United
States.

The potential efficacy of boycotts on behalf of organizing
drives is another matter. Most famous is the UFW’s ongoing
grape boycott, which is at best a limited success story. A less well-
known but major victory for the UFW came after an eight-year
campaign to win representation and bargaining rights for the Ste.
Michelle vineyard workers. The UFW encouraged consumers
and restaurants to boycott wines produced by American Tobacco,
the vineyard’s owner, until it agreed to recognize the union and
grant it bargaining rights. In 1995 the first contract for agricul-
tural workers in Washington State was signed. This signaled the
first major UFW victory for many years. On the other hand, the
simultaneous strawberry boycott in California was ineffective.

Another recent example of an effective boycott was the one
against Jessica McClintock in San Francisco from 1992 to
1996.100 What makes it particularly intriguing is that it was ini-
tiated not by a union but by an NGO, the Asian Immigrant
Women Advocates (AIWA), with the unions then rallying in sup-
port. The AIWA responded to complaints by Chinese immigrant
women that their subcontractor had closed down, owing them
back pay. They also reported on horrible working conditions and
abusive employers. The contractor was Jessica McClintock.
UNITE, APALA (Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance), and
other labor groups allied themselves with the multifaceted cam-
paign. The workers, the AIWA, and its allies used picket lines,
protests, political lobbying, and media coverage to get their case
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to the public and put pressure on the company. The workers won
a settlement, a scholarship fund, and a rights education fund. The
workers and the AIWA gained leadership and organizing experi-
ence. The unions and other advocacy groups received new coali-
tion partners and ideas in their battle against sweatshop and child
labor. 

Mobilizing workers in social movements
The degree to which labor organizations become involved in
domestic and global-justice campaigns is one indicator of the
extent to which they are becoming social-movement unions.
There remains considerable variation among unions, and the rea-
sons for this demand further exploration. Yet there is evidence of
activism on behalf of those for whom a coalition with major
American unions is a real boost to the campaign. Unions bring
resources to the table in terms of money, reliable participants in
marches and other actions, votes, and, often, political savvy and
clout. In return, the unions may win political allies during their
strikes and political actions, attract potential recruits, and gain
renewed experience in action outside the workplace and routine
politics.

The following examples illustrate the kinds of social-movement
activity in which unions have played a role. Many involve issues
of working conditions, wage equity, or international trade agree-
ments that affect jobs and labor standards. These are questions
close to the normal concerns of union members even when the
campaigns are being fought on behalf of other workers. However,
there are also instances of engagement around environmental,
human rights, international policy, and other matters that repre-
sent a broadening of the vision of what unions should fight for.101

Living-wage campaigns. Approximately 80 cities and counties
around the country have passed living-wage ordinances that
require service contractors in projects using public money to pro-
vide a wage adequate to support the workers and possibly 
their families. The result is a wage usually above the federally
mandated minimum. The original living-wage campaigns origi-
nated with CBOs such as the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF)
or the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now
(ACORN) but unions or central labor councils have initiated
others.102

From the labor movement’s point of view, the living-wage
campaigns are most likely to be successful and sustained when
linked with organizing drives, so even failures in passing legisla-
tion can represent labor movement gains. In Houston the ordi-
nance lost citywide but won in low-wage neighborhoods.
Moreover, the joint campaign with SEIU Local 100 helped the
union succeed in its efforts to organize Head Start workers. In
New Orleans, the community-labor coalition targeted hotel
workers, which then became the focus of an organizing drive by
HERE. In Oakland, where the ordinance passed, the effect was to
frighten the Port Authority, which then commenced conversa-
tions about how to get covered.103

Despite these and other successes, there are also tensions
inherent in coalition building. Many unions do not see enough
for them in the living-wage campaigns to justify serious or long-
term involvement unless the campaigns are directly tied to

organizing drives. Unions are also wary about what CBOs,
church groups, and others can bring to the table. When the IAF
or ACORN is involved from the outset, unions have assurances
that they will have allies able to plan and mobilize as full part-
ners. When no such groups exist, the unions become more wary.
Finally, there are real differences of opinion among labor activists
about the value of coalition politics. Unions have limited
resources and must consider trade-offs. Should energy and
resources be put into mobilizing for living-wage campaigns or
put straight into workplace organizing? When a first contract is
under negotiation, should low-wage workers hold out for the
higher living wage or settle for salaries lower than those 
mandated by a living-wage ordinance but still representative of a
victory for that local? 

Transnational solidarity. Some American unionists have engaged
in solidarity with workers from other parts of the world. There is
a history of international confederations and of organized sup-
port on behalf of another country’s labor actions. In the past few
decades, there has been an emphasis on worker-to-worker inter-
actions and on cross-border organizing.

One of the earliest international-solidarity movements devel-
oped among unions representing port workers and seafarers. The
International Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF), founded in
1886, now represents about five million workers from 604 trans-
port trade unions in 137 countries.104 It coordinates port closures
around the world in support of striking workers. It also cam-
paigns on behalf of exploited shipboard workers against horren-
dous treatment by unregulated ships with flags of convenience. It
educates the public, most famously through its tours of the
Global Mariner, a floating museum about marine worker condi-
tions. ITF port inspectors are aggressive in documenting abuses
and then mobilizing the power of port workers and government
to intervene. 

The ITF is one of 10 global-union federations affiliated with
the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions
(ICFTU). Lane Kirkland, the president of the AFL-CIO from
1979 to 1994, convinced the federation to re-affiliate with the
ICFTU in 1981. His motivations were those of a cold-war war-
rior, and he established a variety of internationally oriented
bodies to serve that end. The New Voices leadership trans-
formed these soon after its election. The ICFTU itself evolved
to become a forum of workers worldwide. Its Seattle meeting in
the days before the World Trade Organization (WTO)
Ministerial provided a forum for debate about appropriate 
policies toward workers in countries to which American and
European jobs were migrating.

There are multiple examples of the creation of worker-to-
worker ties and American union support of counterpart actions
overseas.105 Less widespread and potentially even more trans-
forming are the increasing instances of transnational and cross-
border organizing and campaigns for labor rights. The major
locus is the maquiladoras of northern Mexico, but there are other
sites as well.106

These new coalitions and organizing efforts are full of the ten-
sions that plague such endeavors. All will be hard to sustain, and
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most will fail. However, as the history of the labor movement
demonstrates, persistent and recurring attempts can pay off.

Anti-sweatshop campaigns. Campaigns to eliminate sweatshops in
the United States often originate among community groups, but
the campaigns against sweatshops internationally usually begin
among students. By joining a coalition originating with others,
unions demonstrate their solidarity with a larger social movement
and their willingness to act in ways not always immediately ben-
eficial to them.

The student-inspired campaigns are aimed at using the pur-
chasing power of the universities and students against compa-
nies that provision the sports teams and supply goods with the
university’s logo. The student actions are initially directed at
issues of social and economic justice for workers of developing
countries, but as students learn more about corporate 
and university practices, many become involved in support of 
living-wage and organizing campaigns on their campuses. The
student occupation of the administration building at Johns
Hopkins University in February 2000 was intended to raise the
wages of university laundry workers. In April 2000 students at
Wesleyan University occupied a building and won improve-
ments in wages and benefits for the school’s janitors; that same
month, there was a similar occupation at the University at
Albany, State University of New York, in protest of university
complicity with international sweatshops and with a union-
busting food vendor.107

Global-justice campaigns. In Seattle during the week of the WTO
Ministerial meetings, November 29–December 3, 1999, the
AFL-CIO and its member internationals mobilized money and
30,000+ people for the march and rally on November 30.108 Ron
Judd, the executive secretary of the King County Labor Council
(the local CLC) played a major leadership role throughout, and
he was a principal negotiator with city hall when police started
arresting demonstrators and the mayor declared downtown off-
limits to protestors. AFL-CIO and international officials, as well
as local union officers, actively participated in planning the
march and related events, and they arrived in droves for the
November 30 rally. The WTO protests brought together a wide
range of activists. The long period of planning and the “battle in
Seattle” created many short-term coalitions, forged a few possi-
bly longer-term coalitions, and established personal and organi-
zational relationships that would form the basis for social net-
works in future actions. Teamsters and Turtles illustrates the
emerging link between organized labor and environmentalists.
While this particular alliance is largely apocryphal, coalitions
between the U.S. Steelworkers and various environmental
groups are ongoing. 

The AFL-CIO was a major presence during the WTO meet-
ings, but there were splits and arguments about tactics and goals.
Some believed that the AFL-CIO had not gone nearly far enough
in its opposition to the WTO and other international NGOs.
Some were determined to be more militant and join the civil dis-
obedience in the downtown core. Some wanted to abolish the
WTO, and others aspired to make it work for them and the
national unions in developing countries.

Union involvement in the WTO protests, the AFL-CIO lead-
ership of campaigns against the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA), and even fast-track authority could be
interpreted—and are interpreted by some—as protectionist and
rear-guard stances. By demanding enforceable labor standards
and a veto over provisions of NAFTA and other executive trade
policies, unions are safeguarding their interests by raising the
price of workers overseas. However, some of the unions and some
of their members are in fact actively engaged in the enterprise of
protecting workers’ rights and dignity in the United States and
worldwide. Their aim is social justice for all, not just the very
legitimate and comprehensible goal of protecting their own jobs.

Increasing political power
Let me conclude my litany of what unions can do by considering
their power to mobilize and deliver votes, to act as a pressure
group, and to change laws and policies—all in the interest of
improving the democratic accountability and responsiveness of
American governing and policy-making institutions. 

Electoral politics. The New Voices leadership is putting renewed
emphasis on mobilizing voters and influencing the outcome of
elections through votes, ad campaigns, and contributions. There
is some evidence that unions affect electoral turnout. For exam-
ple, Benjamin Radcliff finds that “each percentage point of the
workforce organized elevates turnout by .40 percent . . . [and]
every percentage point decline costs just under half a percentage
point of turnout.”109

There are still questions about how much difference union
electoral mobilization made in recent presidential and congres-
sional elections; unfortunately, there seem to be no systematic
studies of effectiveness other than those provided by the AFL-
CIO. In several state-based electoral campaigns, however, the
results speak for themselves. Exemplary is the union-led defeat of
the California proposition that would have restricted the use of
union dues in electoral campaigns.

Not surprisingly, disagreement exists within the AFL-CIO
about which candidates to support, and among scholars about the
effectiveness of various strategies.110 While the labor movement is
historically Democratic, there is debate about the extent to which
it should be withholding endorsements in order to encourage
competition among candidates for their votes. The AFL-CIO and
its affiliates have generally acted in the way Downsian theory pre-
dicts for those who perceive no alternative party. As long as the
Democrats have been more responsive to their interests than the
Republicans, they continue to support the Democrats. There are
several problems with this logic, however. The first is that, as
political scientists now know, there are more dimensions than the
left-to-right continuum: voters who share common interests
around one dimension may not around another, and politicians
appeal to different voters in different ways. Second, captured vot-
ers, who perceive themselves—and are perceived—as having
nowhere else to go have very little bargaining clout with party
leadership or candidates. 

Union members are far from a homogenous group. Some are
pro-choice and some are right-to-life. Some support gun laws,
and some are violently opposed to any restrictions on the right to
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bear arms. Some are racist or sexist, and some are not. To create
a more effective voting bloc requires effective mobilization
around key issues. It also may require voter education to enable
voters to understand that their interests might actually lie with a
different candidate or policy than they initially believed. For
example, Rick Bender, the president of the Washington State
Labor Council, described to one of my classes the process of try-
ing to explain to white, male union members why they should
support affirmative action or at least not oppose it. This involved
focus groups followed up by revised understanding and framing
of the issues. 

The AFL-CIO rank and file demonstrated the fallacy of the
assumption of only one viable option when so many chose to vote
for Ronald Reagan. Some internationals, most famously the
Teamsters, are as likely to back the Republican for president as
they are the Democrat. There are also those who advocate the
formation of a labor party or the use of fusion politics. So far, the
AFL-CIO and most of its affiliates have retained their commit-
ment to work within a two-party system and in more or less tra-
ditional, if modified, ways. Social scientists, however, have paid
relatively little attention to the actual leverage of the recent labor
vote and how well the current electoral strategy will work. These
questions deserve serious scholarly investigation.

Pressure politics and lobbying. The traditional political-pressure
tactic of unions has been lobbying against legislation they per-
ceive as harmful and in favor of legislation they view as positive
for the rights of workers. They attempt to maintain access to—
and good working relations with—public officials throughout the
federal hierarchy in order to influence decisions about responses
to strikes and other actions and to encourage sympathetic inter-
ventions with employers during representation drives, contract
negotiations, and other conflicts. More recently, the unions have
joined with other social-justice groups to push for changes in gov-
ernmental policies and laws. 

The AFL-CIO and its state federations have long been an
important presence in the halls and back rooms of the country’s
legislatures. Their well-trained lobbyists screen proposed legisla-
tion for its impact on workers and push for legislation that
expands workers’ rights and benefits. They maintain legislative
hot lines, information bulletins, and other forms of outreach to
mobilize union activists and allies to call, e-mail, and fax elected
representatives. The AFL-CIO is the big gun among the progres-
sive lobbyists; getting the AFL-CIO behind an issue is counted as
a major success by the fair-trade and environmentalist organiza-
tions and other such groups.111

Linkages with government have produced some important
policy initiatives in recent years. With a coalition of unions,
CBOs, NGOs, and other social-justice groups, the living-wage
and anti-sweatshop movements have had some successes. Living-
wage campaigns ultimately require the passage of an ordinance,
and this means that the campaigns must succeed in getting allies
among local public officials who will formulate the legislation,
hold hearings on it, and vote on it. The anti-sweatshop campaign
works at the national level. Organized labor was critical in
prompting the Clinton White House to institute an industry

code of conduct and in initiating and monitoring the Apparel
Industry Partnership (AIP) in 1996.112

As secretary of labor, Robert Reich set up the Commission on
the Future of Worker-Management Relations under the chair-
manship of John Dunlop. Proposals for new forms of worker-
management cooperation in the public sector, alternatives to
privatization, and other ideas gathered wide-ranging support
and even some limited adoption.113 Even so, the primary aims
of designing and then achieving agreement on a new labor-
management relations system and employee participation
schemes were dashed.114 Far more publicly defeated was the
Clinton health insurance program, supported by the AFL-CIO.
The most important goal of political pressure is not even a sub-
ject of discussion. The NLRA structure still stands with little
hope of changing it in the near future. 

Role of protest and disruption. Elections and lobbying are the stuff
of normal politics. But many of the major and breakthrough gains
seem to be achieved during periods of extraordinary politics and
dynamic contention.115 Formal organizations, such as unions,
play an important role in protecting and extending those gains,
however, and the tactical use of protest and disruption may actu-
ally aid their purposes rather than hurt them, as they seem to have
been relearning in recent years. Demonstrations and protests as
well as strikes and actions outside the NLRA framework can, if
properly managed, alert a wider public to the issues. They can also
help create pressure on officials, eager to show voters that they can
manage conflict. Seattle, for instance, lost both a mayor and a
police chief in the aftermath of the WTO protests. Other cities
have passed living-wage ordinances or created government pres-
sure on union-avoiding employers in order to quell labor protest.

My emphasis on the democratization of unions and their
decentralization in the sense of permitting local militance, creativ-
ity, and coalitions to flourish reflects a partial recognition of the
important insights captured by Frances Fox Piven and Richard
Cloward in Poor People’s Movements.116 Their argument transforms
that of Michels. While recognizing the oligarchical, hierarchical,
and routinizing effects of the formalization of worker power into
unions, they also provide strong support for the claim that work-
ers achieve their greatest gains in those extraordinary moments
when mass protest occurs. Workers win significant political, legal,
and economic concessions in those periods because their disrup-
tions destabilize normal electoral politics, and politicians then seek
means to calm their anger and regulate their behavior. Union lead-
ership, often believing it can win additional concessions and rein-
force those already won, will cooperate, exchanging a disciplined
union membership for organizational recognition and benefits.
Even so, the credible threat of disruption, on the streets as well as
through strikes, is an important weapon in the labor repertoire,
especially when there is such governmental and employer hostility
to unions and to labor rights.

The problem with this framing is that it underestimates 
what unions accomplish in ordinary political periods.117 It also
underestimates—as do most of the unions themselves—the role
that more modest disruptions can play in enlarging political
power.
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Meeting the Challenge
When the union’s inspiration through the workers’ blood shall run,
there can be no power greater anywhere beneath the sun.

— Ralph Chaplin, “Solidarity Forever,” 1915

Ralph Chaplin wrote these words at a time when labor was exer-
cising its muscle through strikes and mobilization in order to win
the right to organize and to bargain collectively. Today these
words seem outdated. The archaic language is quaint, and the
very idea of worker solidarity suggests a bygone era of social-
movement politics. Yet the potential revival of a labor movement
is exactly what I have been tracking and advocating. 

This is an important historical moment for unions, rivaling the
eras marking the formation of craft unions in the mid-nineteenth
century and the development of industrial unions in the 1930s.
The growth of the service economy, the heightened mobility of
corporations and jobs, and the new skills and human capital
demanded of workers interact with political transformations in
the role and obligations of government. Each of these earlier peri-
ods of labor mobilization required innovative organizing and
political strategies. Some of today’s union leadership is experi-
menting and developing new repertoires, just as their predeces-
sors did. There is a fresh vitality in American unions, but neither
present energy nor past success at transforming the American
labor movement ensures future victory. No one knows this better
than do the union activists themselves. 

I have argued that unions are essential to a vigorous American
democracy. As political scientists have well documented, the
establishment of government institutions that ensure access to the
vote and to other forms of voice is only a first step. Also impor-
tant is the existence of organizations that offer collective influence
to those who lack individual clout in important political and
economic domains. However, wide acceptance for this view of
democracy is getting farther away, not closer. To obtain it entails
two things. First is articulation of a democratic project that moves
people to action. The AFL-CIO and the labor movement could
play a role here. They have done so occasionally in the past in the
United States, and labor movements still do so in other countries.
As this paper has documented, there is movement in this direc-
tion but hardly enough. The second requirement is a popular
political movement to demand governmental and policy change
to reduce the effects of the extraordinary inequities in income and
service provision. The unions, if they mobilize as a social move-
ment, would be a key player here, too. 

To become a powerful and countervailing voice for social jus-
tice and enhanced democracy, the labor movement has to grow in
numbers and in political and economic muscle. The legal frame-
work inhibits such growth; and the necessary institutional
changes are difficult, if not impossible to achieve, without a more
receptive governmental and business elite. The only thing that
would make the elite more willing to reform the institutions reg-
ulating labor unions and labor markets is a palpable increase in
the power of labor. The AFL-CIO and its affiliates know how
important increased organizing and electoral mobilization is.
What we, as social scientists, have confirmed is how much these
two reinforce each other. Without members, there are fewer votes

and lower turnout. Without votes and turnout, there is a
decreased likelihood of reforming the laws that inhibit recruit-
ment and retention. 

Given their relative weakness in density and in normal politics,
American unions are developing new organizing strategies, new
confrontational and political tactics, new models of bargaining,
and new coalitions. They must if they are to survive as serious
advocates for workers’ rights and needs. Equally important is the
realization that unions must once again become part of a major
social movement in which organized labor plays a crucial role
while acting as a reciprocal participant in a larger network of
social activists. This means that unions, even business unions,
must take on more of the characteristics of social-movement
unions. More and more are. An increasing number of unions—
although still too few—are democratizing internally, engaging in
issues of economic and political justice for others as well as them-
selves, and increasingly willing to mobilize in actions that bring
home to the halls of power their anger, their frustration, and their
demands for a more democratic and just society.
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