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omnolent for much of the past twenty-five years,

American labor approaches century’s end with new
vigor. And not a moment too early, as the problems are legion. Unioniza-
tion rates are down and still falling. Downward pressure on wages has not
yet abated—even though the U.S. economy is enjoying 2 boom of un-
usual duration. The labor force is growing at galloping rates—making it
hard for labor to simply tread water, let alone move ahead. And much of
the job proliferation takes place in those sectors where unions have his-
torically been weak, a situation aggravated by the fact that many of the
new labor force entrants have uncertain, often transient connections to
the organizations that employ them.

True, unions have learned a few quite potent new tricks, which they
have used to some effect. But neither the arsenal of labor’s weapons nor
the political environment is such as to force employers to abandon the
bad habits they acquired during the years of labor’s decline. So the vi-
cious cycle continues, with the steadily diminishing union presence at
once weakening labor’s appeal to potential members and increasing em-
ployers’ motivation to resist organizing efforts.

Daunting as the situation may seem, the demographic transformation
of America confronts unions with yet another challenge—the renewal of
mass immigration. The 1930s and 1940s are known as the heyday of
American labor; viewed from another perspective, they also encompass a
period of highly restricted, indeed virtually negligible immigration. As
such, labor’s years of triumph represent a twentieth-century anomaly. Im-
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