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The relative weakness of the American labor movement has broader political consequences, particularly for the ambitions of the
Obama presidency. Absent a strong countervailing political constituency like organized labor, well-organized and more powerful
stakeholders like business and industry groups are able to exert undue influence in American democracy, thereby frustrating attempts
at political reform. I argue that it is impossible to understand the current political situation confronting the Obama administration
without an account of the underlying sources of labor weakness in the U.S. In such an account two factors loom especially large. One
is the role of the state in structuring labor market institutions and the rules of the game for labor-business interactions. The second
is the distinctively racialized character of the U.S. political economy, which has contributed to labor market segmentation, a unique
political geography, and the racial division of the U.S. working class. In our current post-industrial, post-civil rights racial and
economic order, whether and how the labor movement can overcome its historical racial fragmentation will determine its possibil-
ities for renewal and ultimately its political strength in relation to the Obama presidency. If the labor movement remains an uneven
and weak regional organization hobbled by racial fragmentation, the Obama Administration’s efforts to advance its core policy
agenda will lack the necessary political force to be effective.

Introduction

T
he labor movement remains the most powerful core
constituency of the national Democratic Party, judg-
ing by its campaign contributions, its ability to mobi-

lize the party’s key voters at the grassroots level, its lobbying
presence, and its influence over the party’s legislative
agenda.1 Labor unions spent more money than ever to
get a Democrat elected to the White House in 2008.2 A
labor leader, Andy Stern, visited President Barack Obama
more than any other person did during the first year of
his administration.3 Union support was important for
the first major legislative initiative tackled by the Admin-
istration, the “stimulus package”—the American Recov-

ery and Reinvestment Act4—aimed at immediate
economic recovery. Organized labor’s support was also
one of the central reasons why health care reform was
successful. While the Obama Administration was able to
neutralize several of the opposition interests to reform,
labor was instrumental in pressuring Congress through
financial contributions, grassroots mobilization, and
endorsement threats in future election cycles against non-
supportive legislators.5 Further, the labor movement has
been a persistent (if not always the most powerful) con-
stituency pushing for financial reform or re-regulation.
Allying with a national network of grassroots community-
based organizations in poor and working-class commu-
nities, unions co-organized a rally on Wall Street around
financial regulation, with coordinated actions on banks
to pressure Congress and the Administration to act.6 Labor
is also playing a significant role on immigration reform,
having abandoned the exclusionist position it held for
most of the twentieth century to offer unified support to
immigrant rights advocates and the Obama Administra-
tion for their reform proposals.7 In the most important
issues on the Obama Administration’s and the Demo-
cratic Congress’s policy agenda—jobs and the economy,
health care reform, financial regulatory reform, tax pol-
icy, immigration, energy and the environment—labor is
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a key player. One cannot understand the politics of the
Democratic Party today without understanding the cen-
tral role of organized labor.8

Labor’s importance for the Obama agenda is organiza-
tional.9 Measured by both members and money, the labor
movement is the most powerful and resourceful political
constituency on the political left in American politics.
This is especially true given the decline in mass member-
ship organizations over the last half-century.10 Insofar as
much of the Democratic Party’s and President Obama’s
campaign contributions have come from organized Wall
Street interests, unions are a countervailing political force
within the Democratic Party.

Yet unions were once considered a countervailing power
to the influence of business and industry in the American
political system and economy more generally. Presently,
the U.S. labor movement is in crisis, a fact routinely pro-
claimed by union organizers and scholars alike for at least
two decades.11 Relative to the movement in other advanced
industrialized democracies, U.S. organized labor is very
weak. It is less encompassing, less centralized, and less
powerful than its counterparts, and the institutional con-
ditions for an effective labor party in the United States are
absent.12 In the postwar era, unions’ share of the Ameri-
can workforce dropped from over 30 percent of workers
in the 1940s and 1950s to 12.3 percent of all workers and
7.2 percent of workers in the private sector in 2009—
historic lows not seen since the early 1900s.13

This matters for issues of economic inequality. In post-
industrial economies, labor unions are often the necessary
and decisive political actors in efforts to reduce inequality
through redistribution by the state, via their alliances with
left-of-center political parties and other forms of working-
class representation.14 And stronger, more encompassing
labor movements reduce inequality through centralized
wage-bargaining negotiations with peak employer associ-
ations and government officials.15 Insofar as class bias con-
tinues to exist in American politics—measured by rates of
political participation, government responsiveness, public
policy outcomes, and public opinion16—the U.S. labor
movement is one of the few countervailing forces against
increasing economic and political inequality.17 It is no
accident that the lowest union density rates in the U.S.
since the 1920s have coincided with the growth and high-
est rates of inequality since that period.

So, with the steep decline of union membership rates
over the post-war period, and the subsequent decline in
unions’ bargaining power vis-à-vis employers, the labor
movement saw the 2008 election as critical for its survival
in the twenty-first century. To address the decline in mem-
bership, organized labor has made labor law reform a key
priority of the Democratic Party over the last decade; for
example, it extracted promises of support for the Employee
Free Choice Act—the current reform bill which would
change the rules to make it easier for unions to organize

workers over employer opposition—from all of the Dem-
ocratic primary candidates, including then-Senator Barack
Obama, in the 2008 election cycle.

If the labor movement does not stop the continued
decline in union membership and spark a widespread
renewal, it will lose its ability to deliver votes and resources
for the Democratic Party in future elections, and to coun-
terbalance the forces driving economic and political
inequality. Moreover, absent a strong countervailing polit-
ical constituency like organized labor, well-organized and
more powerful stakeholders like business and industry
groups are able to exert undue influence in American
democracy and frustrate attempts at political reform.18

Hence the relative weakness of the American labor move-
ment has consequences for the political ambitions of the
Obama presidency itself.

In this essay I argue that it is impossible to understand
the current political situation confronting the Obama
administration without an account of the underlying
sources of labor weakness in the U.S. In such an account
two factors loom especially large. One is the role of the
state in structuring labor market institutions and the rules
of the game for labor-business interactions.19 The second
is the distinctively racialized character of the U.S. political
economy, which has contributed to labor market segmen-
tation, a unique political geography (divided between “red”
and “blue” states), and the racial division of the U.S. work-
ing class.

In our current post-industrial, post-civil rights racial
and economic order, whether and how the labor move-
ment can overcome its historical racial fragmentation will
determine its possibilities for renewal and ultimately its
political strength in relation to the Obama presidency.
The decline of the manufacturing sector and the rise of
the service sector—predominantly consisting of women,
immigrants and people of color—along with continued
racial and ethnic demographic changes, means that the
majority of new union members are women and workers
of color.20 Insofar as the future of the American labor
movement hinges on its ability to recruit new members,
unions must organize at least one million new workers a
year just to halt the decline in union density.21 In order to
do this organized labor must reach out to these new con-
stituencies in new ways.

Much of the recent scholarship on American labor has
focused on the institutional, legal, organizational and ideo-
logical obstacles to organization which the American labor
movement has always confronted.22 Yet equally notewor-
thy are recent attempts of the labor movement to surmount
these obstacles.23 In the closing section of this essay, I thus
turn to some promising examples of organized labor’s
efforts to overcome its historic racial divide. These efforts
include living-wage ordinances and minimum wage
increases, “labor peace” and “right-to-organize” provisions,
and equitable development agreements. Whether and how

| |
�

�

�

Reflections | The American Labor Movement in the Age of Obama

848 Perspectives on Politics



quickly these innovations can be scaled up and diffused
broadly will determine the future of the American labor
movement as well as the future trajectory of the Demo-
cratic Party, the Obama Administration and American
democracy. If the labor movement remains an uneven and
weak regional organization hobbled by racial fragmenta-
tion, the Obama Administration’s efforts to advance its core
policy agenda will lack the necessary political force to be
effective. The current moment is thus a moment of great
challenge, but also great opportunity.

The Political Causes of Weak Unions
From the moment the 1935 National Labor Relations Act
(NLRA) was ruled constitutional two years after its pas-
sage,24 workers’ rights to organize, bargain collectively,
and strike have been attacked and severely curtailed by
conservatives and the business community. Employers
fought for and won several significant victories from the
1940s onward, from legislative reforms constraining the
power of workers (like the 1947 Taft-Hartley Act and
the 1959 Landrum-Griffin Act), to successfully blocking
further progressive labor law reforms in the 1960s, 1970s
and 1990s.25 Over the past three decades, employers have
become much more aggressive at violating workers’ rights
to organize under a much less protective labor law regime
which, contrary to the intent of the NLRA, now provides
perverse incentives for employers to break the law.

Employer opposition has been a crucial factor in declin-
ing unionization rates. Economists Richard Freeman and
James Medoff first observed this in their classic 1984 book,
What Do Unions Do?, estimating that twenty-five to fifty
percent of the decline in union density was due to increased
management opposition.26 In 1994, for example, the
Clinton-appointed Dunlop Commission confirmed that
“in the early 1950s, approximately 600 workers were
reinstated each year because of a discriminatory discharge
during a certification campaign. By the late 1980s, this
number was near 2,000 a year.”27 The Commission con-
cluded that “the probability that a worker will be dis-
charged or otherwise unfairly discriminated against for
exercising legal rights under the NLRA has increased over
time” from the mid-1950s to 1990.”28 A more recent
study finds that employers illegally fire pro-union workers
in thirty-four percent of union election campaigns.29

What explains this increased and effective employer
hostility to unions in the contemporary post-Fordist
economic era? Scholars have advanced four explanations:
(1) the exceptional anti-unionism of American employ-
ers; (2) the post-1960s breakdown of the post-war social
contract; (3) the historically weak administrative capacity
of the federal government; and (4) the regulatory capture
of the state by big business. Each explanation has merit,
though each offers at best a partial insight into anti-
union hostility.

American employers have always been exceptionally
antagonistic towards unions, often with state and federal
governments on their side.30 It is true that labor made
substantial gains during the New Deal period, and that
some of these gains persisted until after World War II, the
years immediately following which were characterized by
détente between labor and management, when employers
implicitly agreed to a labor-management “accord.”31 Yet,
as Nelson Lichtenstein has argued, in many ways this
post-war labor-management accord is more myth than
reality.32 After their short-lived victory with the 1935 Wag-
ner Act, which codified their right to exist and to engage
in collective bargaining, unions simply got beaten back by
employers, a retrenchment symbolized by the passage of
the Taft-Hartley Act a mere two years after the end of the
war (1947) at the height of union power (as measured by
union membership numbers).33

Still, while employer hostility did increase after labor’s
New Deal victories and World War II—reaching a peak
with President Ronald Reagan’s infamous firing of the
PATCO workers in 1981—a more fundamental reason
for labor’s weakness has been the comparatively weak
administrative capacity of the American federal govern-
ment and its regulatory capture by business interests.34

From its inception, the National Labor Relations Board
(NLRB) lacked adequate power to monitor and enforce
labor law effectively.35 This might have been relatively
unproblematic in the early years of its existence, when
employers were still on the defensive and thus under pres-
sure to adhere to certain norms, as those stressing the
significance of the postwar social contract might argue.36

But since the 1970s and 1980s, NLRB remedies for
employer violations of the law have been ineffectual at
best, and have provided perverse incentives for employers
to break the law at worst.37 Underfunded and under-
staffed, the NLRB has further been prone to regulatory
capture by business interests, as we have indeed seen dur-
ing periods of conservative governance.38

Increasing employer hostility to workers’ rights and
unionization efforts, and the ineffectiveness or disinclina-
tion of the NLRB to redress this hostility, have driven
organized labor to promote labor law reform, to fix what
they consider to be a broken system. Convinced that such
reform is essential to the survival of both unions and the
Democratic Party, President Obama and Democratic party
leaders have committed themselves to pass such reform.
Their hope is to reverse labor’s organizational fortunes by
changing the rules of union recognition and collective
bargaining, making it easier to overcome management
opposition to organizing drives, and increasing the penal-
ties on employers for violating the law. An NLRB with
real teeth would be an important institutional advance.
But reform has not moved anywhere near the top of the
Democratic policy agenda as of mid-2010, and such pol-
icy reform would be insufficient anyway. For labor must
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also overcome the deeper historic legacies of a racialized
political economy which play out in the broad political
arena, and in the racial fracturing of the labor movement
in particular.

Racial Regimes in American Political
Economy
Recently, political scientists have been paying more atten-
tion to the role of race in American political develop-
ment.39 But much of the relevant literature still ignores
the relationship between historically specific economic
regimes and racial orders.40 Even in their seminal article
on “racial orders in American political development,” Des-
mond King and Rogers Smith say explicitly that their
approach “analyzes the ‘political economy’ of American
racial systems by stressing the ‘political’, not the ‘econo-
my.’”41 But leaving the “economy” out presumes that eco-
nomic regimes are conceptually and empirically separate
from state institutions. Yet the political construction of
racialized markets is a central feature of the American labor
movement’s historical development and future possibili-
ties. As Fred Block writes: “Labor markets . . . are politi-
cally structured institutions in which the relative power of
the participants is shaped by legal institutions that grant
or deny certain baskets of rights to employers and employ-
ees. And this, in turn, generates an ongoing process of
political contestation to shape and reshape these ground
rules to improve the relative position of the different
actors.”42 And race has been central to the political con-
struction of U.S. markets, ever since the founding of the
republic and its constitutional compromise on the ques-
tion of slavery.

Borrowing historian Thomas Holt’s tripartite categori-
zation, I identify three analytically distinct but temporally
overlapping periods in the development of a racialized
American political economy: feudal or pre-Fordist, Fordist,
and post-Fordist.43 What is key about the highly unequal
racial and economic regimes in each period is that they
were and are politically constructed.44 Citizenship laws, for
example, have defined the eligibility of racialized groups
to make claims on political and market institutions, while
state regulations governing employment relations, for
another example, have proscribed the rights and freedoms
of workers across race.45

The feudal/pre-Fordist period. Our modern conception
of race took root in the feudal/pre-Fordist racial and eco-
nomic order.46 Defined at first largely by a Southern agri-
cultural plantation system based on African slave labor,
and in the post-Emancipation period by Jim Crow share-
cropper labor, the economic regime in this period is the
clearest example of the political construction of a racial-
ized market economy. This order, in which “racial and
labor regimes were mutually dependent”,47 linked ascrip-

tive notions of race to feudal labor relations inside a hier-
archy of civic status that was maintained by the state.48

The Fordist period. Emerging first in the American north
with industrialization, the Fordist economic regime radi-
cally reorganized production and labor, the meaning and
dynamics of race, and the possibilities for political mobi-
lization. Named for the production process made most
famous by Henry Ford’s automobile factories in Detroit,
the mass production- and consumption-based economy
socially dislocated industrial workers, but it was also under-
written by “Progressive” state policies—like health and
safety regulations, worker’s compensation rules, zoning laws,
and the Federal Reserve system. The shock of the Great
Depression combined with the social and economic effects
of World War II to provide the political opportunity for
New Deal and subsequent reforms promoting workers’
rights, social security, and an “exceptional” American wel-
fare state.49 In addition, the post-war “labor accord” cre-
ated a private welfare state for advantaged labor insiders.
Members of the large industrial unions conceded labor
peace and stability, and rising productivity, in exchange
for relatively high wages, employer-based benefits and insur-
ance plans, and declining economic inequality.50 Yet the
vast social protections won in this Fordist era were racially
exclusive, a legacy of the racial subordination from the
pre-Fordist order.51 Race and gender exclusions institu-
tionalized ascriptive inequalities in social policy and citi-
zenship laws, undermining the vitality of the American
social welfare system and the success of redistributive
policies.52

Most importantly for the American labor movement,
the cornerstone of New Deal era reform—the NLRA—
was itself racially exclusive.53 Though its occupational exclu-
sions for domestic and agricultural workers (something it
shared with other New Deal social policies) were race-
neutral on their face, they excluded the vast majority of
black workers at the bottom of the Fordist (and pre-
Fordist) orders who were disproportionately employed in
those sectors. These exclusions, the product of compro-
mise between the Southern and Northern wings of the
Democratic Party, had long-term consequences for the
subsequent development of the American labor move-
ment.54 The 1947 Taft-Hartley Act left these racialized
occupational exclusions in place, and severely limited the
power and growth of organized labor across the South just
as the labor movement began seriously threatening the
feudal/pre-Fordist and Fordist racial and economic orders
in those states under Jim Crow.55

Again, the racially-exclusive legacy of New Deal social
policies and the severe curtailment of labor power embod-
ied in Taft-Hartley were the effects of politically-constructed
racialized markets. And the uneven geographic develop-
ment of the American labor movement can be directly
traced to these markets.
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The post-Fordist/post-civil rights period. The economic
regime in this period, in which we find ourselves today, is
marked by the triumphant end to de jure racial exclusion
and discrimination brought by the civil rights movement,
but also by mass deindustrialization and a shift to a service-
based economy with job growth at the high and low ends
of the labor market, high levels of job insecurity and vol-
atility, and mass consumption driven by consumer debt as
a result of stagnant wages.56 This new order is best sym-
bolized by the emergence of Wal-Mart as the nation’s larg-
est single private employer. Centering on the mass retail
of cheap consumer items produced abroad, and with roots
in the low-wage and anti-union economy of the South,
Wal-Mart has been characterized by historian Nelson Lich-
tenstein as the “template for twenty-first century global
capitalism.”57

While the “Wal-Mart economy” has aversely affected
workers, especially industrial workers, of all races, it has
had a particularly adverse impact on workers of color. The
Fordist regime, centered on manufacturing industries whose
workers were heavily organized by the comparatively racially
inclusive Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO),
offered stable employment, decent working conditions,
and a path to the middle class for many workers of color,
especially African Americans. But the new post-Fordist
regime has blocked this path to the middle class.

During the postwar period, the dominant approach to
eradicating race and class inequalities involved programs
to make poor people and people of color “more employ-
able” in the existing manufacturing economy.58 These pro-
grams focused on increasing human capital through
education and skill development, and the creation of a
legal tool in Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act that
outlawed racism in employment and in labor unions.
Enforced by the newly created Equal Employment Oppor-
tunity Commission (EEOC)—notably independent from
the National Labor Relations Board and the Department
of Labor—anti-discrimination policies led advocates to
assume that African Americans and other racially margin-
alized workers would be finally integrated into unions and
manufacturing industries.59 Unfortunately, as Josh Sides
writes of the policies associated with the War on Poverty,
the problem with this approach was not that it “failed to
eradicate poverty and unemployment among the black
population, but that it failed to recognize the new, as well
as the old, causes” of those conditions.60 The “tragic irony
of postwar African American history,” he continues, was
that the “decline in industrial employment began just as
the civil rights movement was finally making headway in
America’s largest industries.”61

Fragmented Counter-Movements
The racial and economic orders associated with each of
the three periods discussed above shaped the possibilities

and constraints for social groups mobilizing to seek pro-
tection and redistribution against the unique modes of
exploitation and inequality produced by each regime.62

For the American labor movement, race was the funda-
mental source of division and fragmentation among work-
ers throughout the first two regimes and well into the
third.63 No single factor is more important for understand-
ing the relative weakness of the U.S. labor movement.
While the pre-Fordist and Fordist racial/economic orders
produced other exclusionary divides—ones along lines of
skill level, gender, and geography—the racial divide, tied
explicitly to civic status and economic position, was the
central one. And while white workers arguably had little
power to affect the “boundary-drawing strategies” of the
state and of capital in creating racially-segmented labor
markets, they were nevertheless complicit in “construct-
ing exclusionary class identities” based on whiteness.64 This
took the form, for example, of explicit racial exclusions
from craft unions in the American Federation of Labor
during the pre-Fordist and Fordist regimes.

The political implications of these racial exclusions of
workers of color from the labor movement have been far-
reaching for both organized labor and American political
development more broadly. As W.E.B. Du Bois wrote in
Black Reconstruction (1935), discussing the failure of a
racially united labor movement during and immediately
after Reconstruction:

It was not until after the period which this book treats that white
labor in the South began to realize that they had lost a great
opportunity, that when they united to disfranchise the black
laborer they had cut the voting power of the labor class in two
. . . They realized that it was not simply the Negro who had been
disfranchised in 1876, it was the white laborer as well . . . The
South, after the war, presented the greatest opportunity for a real
national labor movement which the nation ever saw or is likely
to see for many decades. Yet the labor movement, with but few
exceptions, never realized the situation. It never had the intelli-
gence or knowledge, as a whole, to see in black slavery and
Reconstruction, the kernel and meaning of the labor movement
in the United States.65

In a later section of the book, DuBois spelled out more
explicitly the political implications of this lost opportu-
nity: “The result is that the South in the main is ranged
against liberalism. No liberal movement in the United
States or in the world has been able to make advance
among Southerners.”66

After the failure of Reconstruction, many hoped that
the emergence of the twentieth-century civil rights move-
ment and the Second Reconstruction it promised would
solve both the labor and the race problem in American
political development.67 But race continued to divide the
labor movement, while class continued to divide the black
countermovement. As a consequence, demands aimed at
the economic transformation of the low-wage racialized
labor market were overshadowed by other integrationist
demands centered on education and political rights, the
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achievement of which were the major victories of the civil
rights movement.68 As historian Alan Draper notes, labor
movement leaders who supported the civil rights move-
ment did so in large part because “they expected the civil
rights movement to resolve the southern political problem
for labor. Blacks would do the political work that south-
ern workers the unions had failed to organize in the 1930s
and 1940s should have done. Black enfranchisement, then,
would initiate the realignment of southern politics the
labor leaders desired.”69 But this hopeful expectation never
came to pass, and civil rights gains failed to translate into
labor organizational strength or political empowerment in
the South.

Blue-State Exceptionalism
Because of this history, organized labor is strongest in the
“blue” coastal and Midwestern states, and weakest in the
old Confederate states where the plantation-centered racial
and economic order of the pre-Fordist era was deeply
rooted. In “blue islands” of labor strength like California,
New York, and Illinois, labor has recently been reconfig-
uring regional labor markets, seeking to re-embed state-
economy relations at the local, regional and state level
through living wage ordinances and minimum wage
increases, labor peace and “right-to-organize” provisions,
and equitable development agreements.70

The starting point for such local innovation was the
first municipal living-wage ordinance, passed in Balti-
more in 1994.71 Fifteen years later, there are more than
140 such ordinances in place.72 There has been a similar
exponential increase in state minimum-wage laws, as labor
and community coalitions responded to the national
government’s failure to increase the federal minimum wage
for over ten years (from 1997 to 2007). In 1998, there
were seven states with a minimum wage higher than the
federal minimum wage; by 2008, there were twenty-
seven. In 2006 alone, seventeen states passed laws increas-
ing their minimum wage.73

A second, and more consequential, example of local
labor innovation is the expansion of union recognition
and bargaining rights at the municipal and state level.74

The racially-specific occupational exclusions of domestic
and agricultural workers in the original NLRA, combined
with the exclusion of independent contractors encoded in
Taft-Hartley, left millions of low-wage workers unable to
mobilize effectively for social protection.75 But public and
service sector unions searching for ways to grow have won
extensions of workers’ rights to the home-care, child-care,
and nursing-home workers.76 Relying on their political
strength in blue states, and using a range of political mech-
anisms —including ballot initiatives, legislation and guber-
natorial executive orders—labor has incorporated these
workers into a decentralized labor law regime at the local
and state levels, often by creating new “employers of record”

for these groups of workers in the form of new state agen-
cies, agencies that then recognize unions as the workers’
bargaining agents.77 As a result, hundreds of thousands of
mostly low-wage and in particular women workers of color
have been organized into the labor movement.78

A third innovation at the local level has been the equi-
table development or community benefits agreement
(CBA). CBAs are legally binding agreements, usually struck
between a private developer and a coalition of commu-
nity organizations, labor unions, and environmental and
other advocacy groups, under which community mem-
bers pledge support for a development project in return
for tangible benefits, such as living-wage jobs, local hir-
ing agreements, green building practices, funds for parks,
affordable housing, and child care.79 Since the very first
CBA, negotiated in 1997 over the Hollywood & High-
land development in Los Angeles, there are now more
than twenty CBAs in effect across the country.80 These
agreements often are accompanied by “right to organize”
provisions: local, firm-specific, mutually agreed-upon rules
for union organizing. Also called “labor peace” agree-
ments, “neutrality” agreements, or “card-check”/“majority
sign-up” procedures—depending on their specifics—
these agreements make it easier for workers employed in
the development to choose to unionize. Often negoti-
ated separately from community benefits agreements, but
simultaneously with them, these agreements set restric-
tions on the kind of conduct in which employers and
unions can engage during a specified length of time while
workers decide whether they want to organize or not.
These agreements are a major tactical innovation employed
by labor, and they have had great effect over the past
fifteen years.81 Although there is no centralized database
of them, by my rough estimate there have been at least a
thousand or so of these agreements put in place since the
early 1990s.82 They have become the primary method
used to organize workers into unions today: Of the
400,000 or so private sector workers organized in 2008,
only 70,000 were organized through what unions con-
sider to be the broken NLRB election process.83

Conclusion
The economic implications of these innovations are
straightforward. Thousands of workers of color in largely
urban, racialized, low-wage labor markets have gained
increased social protections and improved wages and work-
ing conditions through unionization and local labor mar-
ket regulations. But, to borrow the words of one
enthusiastic camp of scholars studying these efforts, could
these local innovations really “be the start of something
big”? Will unions be able to overcome the historical racial
fragmentation of the workforce and advance a progres-
sive labor agenda, or will race continue to divide orga-
nized labor?84
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The answers to these political questions are unclear.
These efforts may indeed in time generate something big.
But optimistic scholars of the contemporary labor move-
ment have spent over a decade promising the revitaliza-
tion of unions in American society, especially when
organized labor appears to be acting more like a social
movement than a traditional interest group.85 Such pre-
dictions severely underestimate the crucial role that race
has played, and continues to play, in constraining labor’s
union and political organizing.

By increasing their membership in blue states, espe-
cially with workers of color and women, service-sector
unions in particular are contributing to the medium- to
long-term conditions for labor renewal by increasing the
numbers of potential or likely Democratic Party voters.
Yet these successes also perpetuate the uneven geographic
development of the American labor movement. They may
advance the goals of racial and economic equity in Blue
America, but until and unless similar inroads are made in
Southern right-to-work states with low union density,
labor’s goal of becoming a national political movement
will remain unrealized.86 These innovations demonstrate
that in select geographic locations the labor movement
can be successful, even absent the national labor-law reform
that most scholars of American labor and unions support.
But their ultimate significance depends on how well and
how fast unions can extend their successes to the national
level, and how well they are able to address the racialized
component of the post-Fordist economic order.

On the question of scalability, there are serious limits, as
many scholars have noted.87 Living-wage ordinances, local
union-recognition and bargaining agreements, and right-
to-organize provisions cannot be scaled up to the national
level, because they would ultimately run afoul of the
federal preemption doctrine of current labor law.88 The
Employee Free Choice Act (EFCA) seeks to reform federal
labor law to facilitate such efforts. But the EFCA is not a
current legislative priority of the Obama’s administration.
Indeed, the election to the Senate of Republican Scott Brown
to replace the late Edward Kennedy from Massachusetts all
but guarantees that labor and its allies will be unable to over-
come a Republican filibuster on the EFCA for the foresee-
able future.89 As a result, in the short term, organized labor
will remain a geographically-concentrated and weak polit-
ical force supporting the Obama Administration’s agenda.
This weakness will surely last through the end of Obama’s
first term, and, should he be reelected, likely well into his
second.

Absent national labor law reform, organized labor can
try to diffuse its local innovations horizontally. But exactly
where these efforts are diffused has political implications:
they can either reinforce the existing geographical con-
centration of labor strength in blue states, or they can
open up political possibilities by recruiting new union
members in purple and red states. There is evidence of

some diffusion into swing and conservative states—
Arizona, Washington, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Georgia
and Colorado—but this diffusion is not yet fast enough
to translate into an exponential increase in labor’s politi-
cal strength in those states in the next two election cycles.90

On the question of the racialized contemporary eco-
nomic order, insofar as low-wage labor markets are still
highly segregated by race and gender,91 the ability to trans-
form low-wage jobs and ultimately the entire unequal racial
and economic order will depend on labor’s ability to tackle
the race- and gender-specific mechanisms of exploitation,
not just the mechanism of class.92 Contrary to more pes-
simistic predictions,93 the labor movement has recently
posted some impressive successes in directly incorporating
racial and gender concerns into its organizing strategies.
During the 1990s, for example, the hotel workers’ union
in Las Vegas grew from roughly 18,000 members to over
60,000, as a result of a smart strategy to organize more
than ninety percent of the hotels on the Vegas “Strip”.94

Organizing the more than sixty percent of workers of color
in the casino industry in a red right-to-work state has had
dramatic political consequences: while George W. Bush
won Nevada’s electoral votes in 2004, Barack Obama took
the state in 2008. Further examples of organized labor’s
success at addressing questions of race and gender include
the recent successful unionization of 4,000 African-
American security officers in Los Angeles, 5,000 predom-
inantly Latino janitors in Houston, Texas, and 5,000 black
and Latino workers at the largest pork processing plant in
the world, located in the least unionized state in the U.S.,
North Carolina.

These examples represent a significant shift in union
strategy reflecting organized labor’s commitment to trans-
forming racial and economic inequality.95 The future of
the American labor movement will hinge on this commit-
ment more than it will on any other strategy debated by
scholars of organized labor, from national labor law reform
to social movement unionism.96 The future of the Dem-
ocratic Party and the success of the Obama Administra-
tion depend on it as well.
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