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Abstract This introduction to “Constructing Workers” places the contributions to the
special issue in the context of a review of central themes in a broader literature on the
definition of workers, their public identities, and their rights. This literature has developed
over the past 30 years in sociology and, especially, in social and labor history. At the same
time, a more recent literature has emerged, most clearly in the USA, but also in other
national settings, on the changing role of labor unions and other types of labor organization
in an increasingly global economy. The two sets of scholarship are growing closer together
and addressing importantly related themes, relevant both to more incisive sociological and
historical understanding of the modes of labor organizing and regulation and to
contemporary efforts to combat neoliberal restructuring of labor and class relations.
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Introduction

Nearly a half-century ago, E.P. Thompson set a new agenda in social history by declaring
that the English working class was “present at its own making” (Thompson 1963, p. 9). His
idea was that the particular sort of class consciousness to which English workers, as a
group, arrived by the middle of the nineteenth century was neither a “natural” outgrowth of
their material conditions or of the relations of production, nor simply one of many possible
identities that English workers could have adopted as important in orienting their politics
and social lives. Instead, Thompson posited a close, dialectical relationship between class
relations—in the realm of production—and class consciousness and relations in political
and social life. Unlike the version of Marxism that speaks about the objectivity of class
relations and the subjectivity of class consciousness, wherein the task for revolutionaries is
to get the working class to realize its own world-historical mission, Thompson argued that
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classes “in themselves” form as classes “for themselves,” and vice-versa. Class relations
and consciousness of those relations are processes. For Thompson—in contrast to others
who would follow him—these processes are not completely open-ended; those who spend
their days toiling for others’ profit, because of their inscription in historically established
relations of production and corresponding modes of life, have only a limited set of ways of
defining their worlds and their places within them. This does not mean an end to agency or
creativity, just that symbolic and cultural dynamics, as they unfold, do not do so randomly,
but are constrained, shaped—and recursively shape—the political and social worlds in
which they occur.

The essays in this special issue of Qualitative Sociology, entitled “Constructing
Workers,” all speak in various ways to the contemporary inheritors of Thompson’s
problem. How do working people today, in the full panoply of productive and reproductive
activities that underlie capitalist accumulation, come to understand, reflect, and act
collectively upon their subordination to increasingly precarious positions in the workplace
and beyond the workplace, in their communities? How do established routines and the
spatial and temporal dimensions of workplaces help or hinder the formation of solidarity
among workers both within similar positions, and across dissimilar ones, in workplace
hierarchies and networks? How do workers’ use of established ascriptive categories,
whether of race, class, gender, religion, or skill, shape or distort efforts to make common
cause against common problems of wage insecurity or eroding workers’ rights? What
dynamics of inclusion and exclusion from the categories of work, employment,
unemployment, skill, or trade are encouraged by the organization of work itself by
managerial or worker-organizing strategies? These questions, which are all raised in some
form in the papers that follow, fall on one end of a larger spectrum of questions about class-
formation and potentials for organizing. As Rachel Sherman (2007, pp. 262–3) indicates,
many studies assume that workplaces produce militancy, while civil society (ostensibly
divorced from productive relations) produces consent.1

She urges that as important as it is to study consent-creating dynamics in the workplace,
it is also important to “connect worker subjectivities on the job to class identities or
entitlements outside” it. Though all the papers in this issue focus on workplace relations,
they go beyond it, drawing in wide range of identities and relations—often in conflict—into
analyses that do not shy from the complexity of their objects.

This issue is organized much like a pair of sessions at a conference. I have grouped the
papers into two sections, each with a respondent, whose task it was to synthesize some
ideas from each of the contributions. Following this is a “round-robin” review: Three
authors have reviewed each other’s work. In both these ways, I hope to give a sense of an
emerging dialogue that is occurring across the field of sociology in the various subfields
that touch on labor, labor and social movements, work, culture, and economic sociology. To
be sure, the essays in this issue only deal with a small fraction of the substantive areas in
which work, workers, working-class status, and symbolic and organizational claims around
this status have been contested in recent years. The articles do, however, indicate the
theoretical lines that are beginning to bear important fruit in this area of research. They
explore the problems of claiming worker status, and claiming and formulating workers’
rights in an era in which the assumptions sociologists—and workers themselves—once
enjoyed about the normative nature of free labor contracts, at least, and increasing levels of
social citizenship, at most, are giving way to increasingly pervasive disorganization of
collective action, short-term and contingent labor contracts, and falling incomes. In the

1 See Buttigieg (2005) for a trenchant Gramscian critique of the economy—civil society split.
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remainder of this introduction, I outline the theoretical concerns raised by these papers—but
on a broader canvas—and then introduce the contributions to the special issue, and show
where they link up to the theoretical dimensions I lay out.

Background

For some time, sociologists and historians of working-class politics have paid a good deal
of attention to the question of what “counts” as work, and who counts as a worker. As
relations and modes of production have changed across the world in the past half-century,
the very notion of the working class has come under increasing scrutiny. Most often
modeled on the “normative” white, male, adult worker (e.g., Rose 1997) who sold his labor
power (i.e., in a formally free labor contract) in the setting of large industry, the figure of
the worker, and thus of the working class that agglomerated workers like him, became
increasingly restrictive. This was not simply a product of academic myopia, though it was
that, too. Labor movement organizations, themselves, often restricted the field of vision by
organizing along fraternal lines, according to familiar organizational repertoires and logics
of gender-appropriateness (e.g., Clemens 1996, 1997). In the process, they also helped to
control labor markets and to demarcate the boundaries of “skilled” and “unskilled” work
(e.g., Baron 1989, 1991). Moreover, as Steinberg (2003) and others have indicated, even
the formally free labor contracts that were the hallmark of a developing capitalism were not
universal by any means, and the boundaries of formal freedom were porous and richly
debated (also see Wallerstein 1979; Laurie 1989; Roediger 1991; Lichtenstein 1996;
Tomich 1991, 1997; van der Linden 2001; Turner 2005).

Over the past 30 years, the restricted field of labor politics has come under three broad
types of critical scrutiny. First, some academic labor historians and sociologists, considering
the broad exclusions from working definitions of the working class, concluded that the
working class never existed in any meaningful way, outside of the fantasies of the left.
Class identities were never, in their reading, the most salient of identities to workers, and
have had little explanatory power for understanding consequential popular mobilizations
relative to subjective ties of kin, neighborhood, and nation (e.g., Gould 1995). Second,
others have made the point that the normative proletarian never became the majority that
Marx envisioned; that before the working class could become a majority, the globalization
of trade (and hence, circuits of capital and labor) and the rise of service-based economies in the
global “core” so changed what we could think of as a “worker” that the old categories no longer
applied. Alternatively, and third, whatever importance the working class once may have had has
been eclipsed by the success of labor movements in promoting welfare states that have so
improved the lot of the working class that they have demobilized it. To the extent that further
social transformations occur, they will through the agency of new kinds of movements (e.g.,
Rancière 1989; Joyce 1994; Cohen 1985; Laclau and Mouffe 1985).

All these three objections to the salience of the working class as a historical,
sociological, or political category have some baseline plausibility. Yet, they beg, rather
than answer, the question of how people who work for others, who sell their labor or labor
power to others, come to understand themselves as similar to or different from others who
sell their labor or labor power, or even to others whose labor power is forcibly appropriated
by others. These questions have become central to a growing body of literature that, while
fundamentally sympathetic with “working-class politics,” is deeply skeptical about what
those politics entail, and how they take shape. This literature takes the debates of a previous
generation of labor scholars and feminist and social historians as an important starting
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point, but tries to refract these questions through the experiences of workers enmeshed in
contemporary changes in the patterns of work and labor contracts.

Expanding analytical definitions of work and workers

Four important issues surface from this new literature. First, the literature covers a vastly
greater range of work situations than did much of the earlier literature on workers. On at
least some level, the “normative” worker is gone, except as he sometimes figures as a
standard against which increasingly contingent and informal work contracts are judged. In
his place are workers whose work has not always been recognized as work, and whose
working relationships have not always—or even frequently—been widely understood as
employment or comparable to it. In this literature, which has been deeply influenced by
feminist scholars, a wide range of work that has typically been considered “women’s work”
enters a new analytic paradigm. Carework, housework, and other domestic labor; sex work,
from modeling, to stripping, phone sex, and prostitution; and even volunteer work, have all
been brought under scrutiny as work, with inquiry devoted to understanding the
management of relations among workers, co-workers, and customers; the emotional labor
involved in setting boundaries between the services the workers provide and the
beneficiaries of these services; and more “standard” concerns such as systems of
remuneration, hiring, and supervision (e.g., Rollins 1985; Glenn 1996; Hondagneu-Sotelo
2001; Parreñas 2001; Milkman et al. 1998; Simonet 2005; Poo and Tang 2005; Batra 2005;
Lopes 2005; Bernstein 1999; Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003). This substantive and
thematic opening of research on work—amid often strongly contrasting analyses—has also
extended to retail work and other frontline service work, such as waiting tables, providing
service in hotels, and, at the other end of the spectrum of luxury, welfare casework (e.g.,
Benson 1986; Cobble 1991; Himmelweit 1999; Sherman 2007; Kenny, this issue). It has
also reached increasingly into work relations that are explicitly unfree; slavery and prison
and convict labor have received increasing treatment in literature focused on work
(Lichtenstein 1996; Stinchcombe 2001; Weiss 2001; Lafer 2003; Wright 2003; Turner
2005). At every turn, however, this research on work both focuses on the ways in which
understudied forms of labor are comparable to and different from the work of the normative
worker and also on the ways in which workers themselves understand their work as work,
and what that means for their likelihood and ability to make claims for better treatment.

There are several offshoots to this expansion of vision. In one, some scholars have
studied what Burawoy (1979) identified as an inversion of the orienting questions of
industrial sociology, namely: Why do workers work as hard as they do? And, just as
Burawoy found that the workers he studied in a machine-tools shop created “games” both
to stave off drudgery and to make the highest possible wage out of a piecework system,
other scholars have found similar strategies of coping and “infrapolitical resistance” among
workers in nonstandard sorts of labor relations (see Sharone, this issue; Scott 1991).

Another shoot from the branch of new sociologies of work encompasses workers’
management of intersecting identities. Here, Ira Katznelson’s (1981) early contribution to the
class formation literature in the USA stands out as an important starting point. Katznelson’s
argument is that because of the timing of industrialization, the expanded franchise, immigration,
and the rise of ethnically organized, party-based political machines in urban centers, American
class consciousness took on a fractured nature from the mid-nineteenth century onward.
American workers, he writes, could identify and organize as workers at the workplace, crossing
ethnic and even racial lines, but organized politically as ethnics. The result has been a
comparatively depoliticized understanding of class. Writing, as he did, amidst an efflorescence
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of class analysis in the late 1970s and early 1980s (e.g., Hanagan 1980; Steadman-Jones 1983),
Katznelson contributed a political–institutional analysis to what was then becoming a field of
research riven by competing structuralist and poststructuralist accounts. The structuralists
insisted that classes were “real,” and that to the extent that workers (or other classes) understood
their own position in the relation of classes as class relations, they did so essentially because of
the force of these relations themselves on their daily interactions (e.g., Abercrombie et al. 1980).
Poststructuralists treated identities as contingent and shifting, and as the result of symbolic
struggles waged by variously overlapping groups of actors around a variety of issues and
identities they encountered in social life. Moreover, explicit class politics, according to the
poststructuralists, were rare, both in the USA and in Europe. Instead, poststructuralist historians
like Patrick Joyce (1994) and Jacques Rancière (1989) argued that workers tended to use more
universalistic languages of freedom and democracy, claims that had already been prepared by
the bourgeois revolutions of the early nineteenth century.

Poststructuralists’ view of the contingency of class identities, of course, extends to any
identities. Denise Riley (1988), writing about the “category of ‘women’ in history,” adapted
Sojourner Truth’s famous question thus: “Ain’t I a fluctuating identity?” And yet, the problem
with a theory of a radical contingency of identities is that it should make it difficult to identify
the central core of each identity among which people fluctuate. Felt identities that become the
basis of solidaristic action and ascriptive categories that may equally stymie such action get
jumbled together. Thus, any analyst can simply read into contemporary or historical debates
discourses of class, race, gender, or anything else. Nevertheless, it still seems clear that
poststructuralists’ concern with “culture” and the symbolic elements of class formation were
an important corrective to more bluntly structuralist accounts. The very idea that self-
identification as a worker could gain and lose salience to people claiming it in different social
settings, or at different points in struggles for dignity or autonomy is enormously important.
So is the point, raised variously in histories dealing with race and gender relations, but also
with craft and industrial unionism, that claiming an identity as a worker can be politically
regressive when it is deployed as a category to exclude people who work for others from
larger political projects validated by appeals to the working class (e.g., Asher and Stephenson
1990; Roediger 1991; Brody 1993). Investigation into this issue also prepared the way for
scholarship that probes the intersection of—rather than the switching among—public
identities, whether they are class-based or based in other ascriptive categories.

Post-structuralism, however, lacked a theory of, or method to capture, the situatedness of
discourse and symbolic politics in the space- and time-bound routines, practices, and
institutions in which workers’ lives took place. Though their focus on culture—the relations
among symbolic means—was an important corrective to mechanistic structuralism,
poststructuralists took for granted the reasons that working people were thrust together in
their particular circumstances. Ironically, poststructuralist analysis was thus doomed to an
idealism that it often foreswore as a matter of principle (see Sewell 1993; Kalb 1997). The
institutionalist bent of Katznelson’s work reinforces the importance of embedding symbolic
inquiries in concrete, material practices and relations. In this sense, then, to the extent that
workers manage intersecting identities of class, race, ethnicity, religion, and gender (or other
categorical identities), they do so because of, in light of, and with causal influence on the
relations into which they voluntarily or involuntarily enter. Moreover, they do so in order to
address concrete problems, which, though they present themselves as problems only through
interpretive acts, refer back to relations that are not themselves fully dependent on the
individual subjectivity of their participants. The important point here is that for the purposes
of understanding how workers engage in symbolic politics, it makes a difference whether in
fact they are workers or not to begin with, and, if so, what kinds of relations they enter into
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in the course of their labor. The point of this issue is that these relations matter a great deal.
As Colin Barker and I have argued, a worker can be a striker or a scab, but a worker has
different social needs, exposure to resources, cultures, and so forth than someone who is
unemployed (Krinsky and Barker 2006; also see Suny 2002). Similarly, capitalists may find
legally sanctioned ways of relocating their capital in the event of a dispute, which is not a
resource available to workers. If symbolic struggles are not understood in light of
determinants like these, they become hopelessly entropic and resistant to inquiry.

Work that attends to the structural bounds of symbolic struggles has been especially
pronounced in research on carework, retail, and service work. In these, interactions among
workers, and between workers and their clients and supervisors helps to shape their
identities as workers. By “identities as workers,” I mean shared (or at least significantly
overlapping) understandings of boundaries between workers and clients; workers and
managers; different sorts of workers and the tasks they perform; and the stakes represented
by these boundaries and their violation.2

In several compelling studies of nannies and domestic workers, we find an extremely
complex matrix of negotiated relationships structured by the differences in the race and ethnicity
of employee and employer; great distances in socioeconomic standing between them; shared
gender and concerns about gender roles; and fundamentally different insertion into informal and
formal labor relations through domestic and “market” work (Rollins 1985; Chang 2000;
Parreñas 2001; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001). Rachel Sherman’s fascinating study of luxury hotel
work similarly attends to the complexities of more intimate service work, and the distinctions
made within this work by employers, workers, and clients that make worker solidarity—and
the issues around which it develops—more or less likely and more or less militant. Sherman
found, though, that like employers of domestic workers, clients at once had very high
expectations of personal service, and some ambivalence about the moral valences of these
expectations, ambivalence often shared by the workers themselves (see also Cobble 1991).

Many of these same issues apply to the study of sex work, which studies a broad range of
sexual services as work, usually with some component of advocacy that insists on the recognition
of sex workers’ rights and treatment as something more than simply passive victims of a
predatory trade. Here, as in studies of domestic labor, but also as with inquiries into day labor and
much of the quasi-formal or underground labor market in mainly immigrant labor, questions arise
not just about whether or not a given set of activities qualifies as work orought to qualify as work,
but also about the entitlement of certain workers and their employers to protection (Kempadoo
and Doezema 1998; Bernstein 1999; Lopes 2005); about the conditions of immigration and
labor mobility—often involving some measure of coercion, indenture, or servitude; and again,
the possibilities for and obstacles to worker solidarity and even solidarity among clients and the
service workers who serve them (Kempadoo and Doezema 1998; for paired discussions of
domestic and sex work see Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003; cf. Wrigley 2005).

Large-scale structural change

A second major branch of inquiry into the management of worker identities focuses more
systematically on larger scale structural changes in the relations of production and of

2 Burawoy (1979) attends to shop floor relations in showing the ways in which consent to working
conditions and rules was generated at the workplace. Thus, his work was an important precursor to the
studies of relations at the workplace mentioned here, though it was generated in a traditional industrial
setting. Steinberg’s (1999) historical study of textile workers in nineteenth century Britain pushes this further,
and attends closely to symbolic strategies of workers and employers in defining the field of legitimate public
claims around work.
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producing work and labor relations, and the ways in which struggles over labor relations
may recursively reshape them, whether suddenly or gradually, on a larger scale (Herod
1998, 2001; Baldoz et al. 2001; Waterman and Wills 2001; Ness 2005). This branch
addresses the subjective and intersubjective “we-feelings” of worker solidarity only
secondarily, but is centrally important in providing explanations about why the symbolic
activity that focuses the first branch’s inquiries unfold in the ways that they do.

Historical studies of industrialization highlighted the ways in which a new industrial proletariat
formed beneath, as it were, an established stratum of craft workers and investigated the formation
and dissolution of solidarity among the differently situated groups of workers that arose from the
process (e.g., Hanagan 1980). The flavor of these studies is revived in contemporary inquiry into
the effects on the web of relations into which workers enter that are due to the large-scale shifts
in the global political economy of the past 40 years. Yet, the twist in the new studies lie in the
fact that they reflect a generally broader demographic spectrum of who is, or might be, a worker
(reflected in the first branch, above). Just as capital has become more global, so has labor.
Hence, it is important to understand the effects on labor solidarity of the massive changes in
immigration laws and the global mobility of labor (e.g., Louie 2001; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001;
Rosen 2002). It is important to understand how chain recruitment to jobs and ascriptive categories
of ethnic, gender, or racial appropriateness for certain work develop in tandem. Similarly, writers
like Ness (2005) and Milkman (2002; also see Cranford, this issue) are able to show—much as
labor historians have for other periods (e.g., Kalb 1997; Freeman 2001 [1989]; Bender 2004)—
the ways in which working-class solidarities take shape through, rather than in spite of, and
articulate with, rather than against, ethnic, gender, familial, racial, and other solidarities.

The point is that without adequate research into larger scale changes in the organization of
production and consumption on a global scale, it becomes difficult to understand why, for
example, Filipinas and West Indians became tracked into positions as private nannies in New
York City, Salvadorans andMexicans into domestic work in Los Angeles, or why the demand for
these services has exploded to the extent that it has. Here, a three-part analytical burden presents
itself. First, it is important to know what is going on in sending countries to push workers into the
global labor pool, often according to the economic geography of a sending country and its
articulation with already established communities in the receiving countries. For example, van der
Linden (2003; see also van der Linden 2001, and critical commentaries by Munck 2003 and
Waterman 2003) argues that capitalism has always been characterized by a continuum of free
and unfree labor. Moreover, this continuum, as well as the prevalence of unregulated labor
markets and self-employment in the global South, necessarily reconfigures both the global labor
pool and the standard, labor-power-selling, “free” worker against whose labor relations we
measure others’. If households often rely on a mix of types of labor-market participation and
labor contracts, the enforcement of state-regulated “free labor” in the North becomes
increasingly tenuous, meaning that we have to rethink both the categories and processes of
working-class formation.3 Second, it is important to understand the economic geography in the
receiving countries, as growing income inequality, on one hand, and increasing demand for
domestic service and other luxury services, on the other, has created new labor markets and new
axes of exclusion. In both cases, one ought to ask questions having to do with the gendered
division of labor in both sending and receiving countries that, for example, sends men from, say,
Puebla state in Mexico, to do construction work in New York, and women from Antigua to do
domestic work in the same city, even leaving their own children at home in relatives’ care.

3 Van der Linden’s work also responds to a vast literature in labor history and world-systems theory (e.g.,
Wallerstein 1979) that has rightly argued that “free labor,” i.e., wage labor, has only been one of a wide range
of labor contracts underlying capitalist accumulation.
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Attention to regional economic geographies as well as social networks of recruitment seem
especially important here (Sassen 2002). This is true, moreover, because especially in the
contemporary period, in which the franchise is routinely denied many immigrant workers—
even legal ones—and in which ethnically organized urban machines have lost much of their
clout, it is possible to see chain recruitment networks becoming the basis for worker solidarity
in many personal service or similar jobs, from restaurant deliverymen to nail salon workers, and
from nannies to day laborers (Ness 2005; Das Gupta 2006).4

The larger framework in which this must be understood is that of the spread of global
neoliberalism as a management strategy for capitalism (e.g., Harvey 2006). It is therefore
the third shoot off the second necessary branch of inquiry into the processes of constructing
workers. Though since its inception, capitalism has produced spatially differentiated
“uneven development” (most often through colonization), several important features of
capitalist relations since roughly, 1970, have exacerbated these tendencies rapidly. First, the
fantastic cheapening of transport has led to the reorganization of production so that
manufacturing can be relocated from one place to another fairly quickly, and components of
greater-“value-added” products can be assembled in several places at once, through
competitive subcontracting arrangements. The elaboration of several types of “global
commodity chains” (e.g., Gereffi and Korzeniewicz 1994; Gereffi 2002) means that
commodities may be produced in different places according to widely divergent relations of
production and under widely varying labor-regulatory frameworks, ranging from formal to
informal and free to unfree in several permutations.

Second, the spatial concentration of financial coordination and profit-making in global-
city regions—primarily, but not exclusively, in the global North—has produced spatially
concentrated service economies that at once serve and enable the functioning of financial
coordination. These spatially concentrated service economies (and the manufacturing that
remains in the North) are most often staffed by people from the global South, who migrate
to financial service hubs in search of money that they cannot earn in their debt-ridden,
economically subordinated home countries (e.g., Sassen 2002; Zlolniski 2006). Even if the
material well-being of these workers increases, their power decreases in proportion to that
of those whom they serve (see Collins 2003; Marx 1978).

Third, financial and fiscal management projects of Northern governments—and of the
international organizations they dominate, such as the World Bank and IMF—have forced
upon domestic and foreign governments alike an ideologically neoliberal governance
program inimical to public services and publicly held enterprises, and encouraging of
privatization and the imposition of market mechanisms and recommodification of a wide
array of social and state-society relations.

Institutional change in and around labor markets

Attending to neoliberalism at a macro-sociological scale leads to the third branch of
theoretical importance in teasing out the construction of work and workers’ collective
action. This branch involves the changing relations of work that are also part of a large-
scale reorganization of production and consumption. Neoliberalism is both an ideological
orientation toward capitalist relations and a set of practices that may be understood as a
“mode of regulation” or repertoire of governance (e.g., Aglietta 1979; Jessop 2001). It
prioritizes the marketization of social relations, monetarism and public austerity. As

4 It is equally true, however, that ethnic chain recruitment to jobs feeds discriminatory practices that
segregate workers in particular jobs and provide few avenues for mobility.
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important, it also prioritizes the flexibility of labor relations by promoting increasingly
short-term labor contracts, legal strictures on worker organizing, and the spatial
organization of political authority in ways that interferes with the previously existing
organization of public accountability. The result is widespread unemployment and
precariousness of employment in low-skilled jobs and the increased segmentation of labor
markets and generation of parallel relations of work among different status groups, such as
where companies may treat some of their workers as “employees”—enabling them to claim
a wide range of rights under labor law—and others, even ones doing similar work, as
“independent contractors.” Similarly, recent case law in the USA has supported the
reclassification of unionized employees as “supervisors,” because employers have given
them limited supervisory duties over other employees. This reclassification puts them
outside of the general provisions of national labor-relations law.5 Furthermore, a city may
have paid employees, volunteers, employees of contracted nonprofit organizations,
workfare workers, and community service sentencees cleaning parks at any given time,
each with different legal status, different rights, and union representation (if any at all).
Under such circumstances, the larger collectivities of workers sharing a definition of what
work and worker-status mean can be extraordinarily difficult to organize.

Opportunities and obstacles to worker organizing

It is ultimately this question—the question of organizing workers against the depredations
of neoliberal governance—that is the motivation behind this special issue of Qualitative
Sociology and the fourth branch of research that is indispensable to a full understanding of
the processes of “constructing workers.” It is an area that has lately received exciting
treatment both in studies of contemporary efforts to organize workers and in historical studies of
worker organizing in situations that bore strong resemblance to these contemporary efforts.
New or revived (and resituated) forms of organizing workers have arisen alongside efforts to
organize unorganized workers into existing union structures (Agarwala 2007; Ness 2005;
Jayaraman and Ness 2005; Fine 2006; Tait 2005 [reviewed in this issue]; Gaspasin and
Bonacich 2002). Debates, too, have arisen about the importance and effectiveness of existing
trade union structures (Ness 2005; Fitch 1996; Voss and Sherman 2000; Voss and Fantasia
2004; Milkman and Voss 2004); the entire national structure of labor relations in the USA;
and the roles of rank-and-file members and professional staff members in organizing workers
(e.g., Fitch 1996; Early 1998; Bronfenbrenner et al. 1998; Mantsios 1998). Moreover, writing
on the larger question of organizing workers under neoliberalism has also raised issues about
tactics and organization under the rubric of “social movement unionism,” a topic that has also
spilled into discussions about international labor and working-class solidarity (Babson 2002;
Nissen 2002; Robinson 2002; Waterman and Wills 2001; Moody 1998; Herod 1998, 2001;
Perrin and Sherman 1997; Johnston 1994).

It is impossible here even to summarize the many debates over the models of worker
organizing, the meanings of social movement unionism, the importance of rank-and-file-led

5 See the Supreme Court’s decision in 2001 in the so-called Kentucky Rivers cases, and the National Labor
Relations Board’s subsequent rulings. Other federal jurisprudence has recently taken up important questions
of inclusion in, and exclusion from national labor laws. For example, in oral arguments in a recent case about
the inclusion of home-based care workers under the overtime provisions of the National Labor Relations Act,
Justice Breyer—a liberal on the court—worried aloud that including these workers under the act would raise
the cost of home health care. Similarly, a dissent in a federal case that extended protection from sexual and
racial harassment to workfare workers, a justice lamented that the ruling would curtail states’ flexibility in
welfare programming. In all these cases, the principle of employer prerogative is a central issue.
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organizing, and the management of solidarity between the global North and South. In
indicating this important branch of inquiry, and touching on this emerging literature, I hope,
too, to urge upon readers the relation between it and the other three branches of scholarship
and their offshoots that I adumbrated earlier. If organizing workers means joining together
people who may not even be understood to be workers in the same way as others are
workers; who may not, at least initially, understand themselves as being able to organize as
workers; and who may have difficulty articulating their own sets of identities with those of
others, even if similarly situated in the labor force, the problems outlined above are
inescapable. And yet, these problems are often addressed almost as moral problems, or
simply as problems of vision. If only labor leaders did not abandon the rank-and-file! If
only stodgy old unions would ally with edgy immigrant community groups to fight
exploitative employers! If only....

Instead, it is necessary to tease out how and why conservative and corrupt unionism
(not necessarily the same thing) can be uprooted, how and why labor-community
coalitions can form, and why and how constricted visions and practices of trade unionism
are resilient (e.g., Kimeldorf 1988; Voss and Fantasia 2004; Lopez 2004a, b; Milkman and
Voss 2004; Rudy 2004; Krinsky and Reese 2006). Moreover, as an ever-decreasing portion
of the US labor force is organized even into trade unions, it is important to investigate a
broad range of organizational forms and organizing strategies upon which to build a new
labor movement. Above all, however, it is critical to do so with clear vision, and with an
understanding of the ways in which worker solidarities take shape, become invested with
meaning, and are impeded as organizing attempts interact with the wide range of identities
and categories through which people organize their lives; the labor-market and labor-
relations structures within which workers toil and interact with each other, their managers,
and the consumers of their work; and the larger scale efforts of governments and capital to
manage a crisis prone economic system through increasingly uneven development.

Partially covering the field

Though the contributions to this special issue do not cover all of the substantive bases that I
mention earlier, they do address themselves to all of the thematic branches of research that
define the larger tree of inquiry on contemporary worker organizing. And, they go far in
showing the various ways in which the subjective understandings among workers of what it
means to be a worker or employee, and what it means to have certain rights, interweaves
historical, institutional, organizational, and discursive facets of relations both at, and
beyond, the workplace. Again, the articles are arranged in two groups. The first group of
articles addresses the expansion of categories of “worker”—or the failure of this expansion—
to groups of people who find themselves on the margins of employment or doing work that is
not remunerated in the labor market. Those who are out of a job, who interact with jobseekers,
and who do domestic labor may seek to bring joblessness and domestic labor into public
claims for worker’s rights, while there may also be important reasons that those who
administer systems to manage joblessness and social reproduction resist those efforts (even if
they would benefit from them).

Cynthia Cranford analyzes the Justice for Janitors (J4J) campaign in Los Angeles, run by
the Service Employees International Union. J4J, which began in the late 1980s, is the
paradigmatic beacon of hope for, and a signal case of social movement unionism in the US
labor movement. It organized a largely-immigrant workforce subject to increasingly
“flexible” subcontracting arrangements, harsh discipline, low pay, mixed immigration
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statuses, and public antipathy to immigrants into a force that has raised standards of living
among janitors considerably, and has exported its community-based organizing model to
other cities. Cranford, however, highlights the ways in which gender politics, and
particularly discourses of motherhood, developed through two phases of the J4J campaign,
so that by the end of the 1990s, women’s activism and leadership was far more common,
and somewhat easier for them to manage than it had been in earlier phases of the campaign.
Thus, Cranford argues that a discourse of “union motherhood”—in which active worker
solidarity aligned with the carework of motherhood—helped to draw women with children
into the ranks of active union members and leaders. In this way, a heavily gendered identity
became part and parcel of a “language of class,” at once preserving difference and cementing
common purpose. Cranford’s focus on “social reproduction” and the double-edged
“familism” in union discourse (familism can undermine or reinforce gender inequality)
leads her to attend carefully to instantiation of a set of gendered claims and practices in the
union’s internal dynamics and in the relations among the union, employers, and the state.

The contributions of Frank Ridzi, Ofer Sharone, Annulla Linders and Marina Kalander
all deal, in one way or another, with workers on the edge of the labor market, whether
unemployed, on welfare and seeking jobs, or in a position to supervise those job searches.
Ridzi’s article is a careful study of government contract workers-themselves outside the
“regular” government labor force-who implement welfare-to-work services that track
welfare recipients into the contingent labor force. On the face of it, it might seem as if these
two groups of workers—separated little from each other in formal labor-market terms—
might be able to forge a measure of solidarity. But as Ridzi indicates, the differences
between the contract workers, whose “skill” entitles them to supervise and direct welfare-
to-work participants, and the participants themselves, forms a frontier of mutual antipathy
and distrust among the groups. Contingent government contract workers compare
themselves to welfare-to-work recipients and generally do not acknowledge the
contingency and relative degradation of their own employment relations, while they
routinely blame welfare recipients for their own joblessness. Sharone’s study of job search
activities for white-collar workers who become unemployed finds the same influence of
individualizing, depoliticizing blame. Recalling both Korteweg’s (2003) fine study of
motivational discourse in job search “clubs” run under welfare reform, and Burawoy’s
discovery of “work games” that foster depoliticization of workplace grievances and worker-
to-worker competition, both Ridzi and Sharone show that the boundary between “worker”
and “non-worker,” established at the frontier of the paid labor market, is among the most
difficult to organize across.

Linders and Kalander, by contrast, show that this need not always be the case, and that it
is not as obvious a boundary as one might expect. After all, as Ness (1998) and others have
remarked, the structure of a labor market in a given industry has a good deal to do with the
ways in which unemployed workers are treated. Where, for example, hiring is done on a
jobbing basis, and where unions serve as labor market intermediaries, unions may often
treat unemployed members as fully entitled to the union’s aid and solidarity. Linders and
Kalander’s account of the rise of unemployed organizing in the midst of Sweden’s
unemployment crisis of the mid-1990s and its articulation with labor unions and political
parties, both in alliance and opposition, shows that the basic distinction between the
interests of employed and unemployed workers is subject to historically and institutionally
situated interpretive dynamics among representatives of each group. Thus, their piece
provides something of a bookend to this section. Like Cranford, and unlike Ridzi and
Sharone, they address their study to mobilization that actually took off. But like Ridzi and
Sharone, they write about workers on the edge—or beyond—of the labor market. As Ruth
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Milkman notes in her probing commentary on this group of articles, the strength of
neoliberal, individualizing ideologies in the USA makes it difficult to imagine organizing of
the unemployed in the USA on the scale seen in Sweden. Milkman highlights, too, Sweden’s
high unionization rate and history of corporatist negotiation of social benefits (in spite of some
concessions to neoliberalism) as important counterweights to neoliberal rostrums’ appeal.

The second group of articles also focuses on differences in workers’ status, but is geared
more toward investigations of the ways in which workers define themselves as workers,
especially in the context of organizing. The twist in the first two articles, as Michael
Burawoy points out in his fascinating comments at the end of the section, lies in their focus
specifically on white-collar workers. Jonathan Isler compares efforts to organize teaching
assistants at the University of California and information technology (IT) workers to
address the conditions of insecurity of income and tenure that defined their employment.
Debra Osnowitz studied the life of an organizing campaign among freelance editors, the
Freelance Editorial Association. Isler finds that teaching assistants had fewer problems than
did IT workers in defining themselves as workers for several reasons. First, they faced a
single, large employer together. Second, they were threatened both with increased economic
precariousness and with threats to their autonomy. Both IT workers and freelance editors,
by contrast, though no less white-collar than TAs, had multiple employers and considerable
autonomy, in spite of the fact that restructuring in publishing and high tech industries puts
workers at an increasing disadvantage, with insecurity of employment, few if any benefits,
and eroding wages. Isler insists that employer actions and labor market structures make it
more difficult to organize IT workers, though they are not, strictly speaking, unorganizable.
Osnowitz traces the fortunes of an association of freelance editors as it changes from an
initial quasi-union sort of group to a professional referral network, and ultimately falls
apart. She, too, finds that labor market structures are important in promoting or impeding
the articulation of collective interests at the workplace.

The last article in the group is, as in the first group, one that draws on non-US
experiences, and helps to highlight important issues raised by the rest of the papers. Bridget
Kenny traces the decline of once-militant industrial unionism in South Africa through a
study of several classes of retail workers who work alongside each other, but who are
subject to different labor contracts ranging in their flexibility and contingency. Their
respective fights for justice at the workplace, all framed in terms of worker’s rights, and
drawing on the longer-standing traditions of South African labor militancy, nevertheless
produce particularistic, rather than broad-based claims, and reinscribe worker militancy
within the divided, flexible framework of an emerging neoliberal order. Nevertheless,
Kenny also indicates the potentials for organizing and collective claim-making that remain:
the legacies of “worker” claims forged through the anti-apartheid struggle may yet form the
basis for broader claims for social citizenship that can be organized at least partly away
from the workplace. Here, as in Katznelson’s earlier work, Kenny asks us to consider the
broader political potentials of “worker” identities, and to understand the way that they are
enabled and limited in their scope within particular institutions.

In his comments on this group of articles, Michael Burawoy reads these contributions as
a revisiting of C. Wright Mills’s White Collar. Mills portrayed a world in which middle-
class managers were governed by their own “status panic, upward mobility, and frenzy for
success” within the corporation. Managers in Mills’s work, so Burawoy argues, were in a
“contradictory class location,” in which they cannot sort out where their solidarities lie, that
is, with owners or the workers they manage and whom they often resemble. Burawoy
indicates that the articles in this group show what has befallen this managerial class as it has
become increasingly casualized. Most cling to their professionalism amid ever-greater
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threats to their autonomy, control over time, job security, and pay, and reinforce the
distinctions between professional and nonprofessional coworkers, thus undermining what
worker solidarity might otherwise be possible among workers who are all facing neoliberal
restructuring of their jobs. And yet, Burawoy also sees some hope, at least in those
situations in which large employers are able to become the target of collective action.
Where workers have been cut loose to fend for themselves in freelance labor markets,
solidarity beyond simple collective service provision becomes extremely difficult to sustain
at the workplace, though it may be forged away from it.

In the review section of this issue, I partially reproduce an author-meets-critics session,
through a round-robin review. Vanessa Tait’s (2005) important collection of historical and
contemporary accounts of poor workers’ unions in her eponymous book is reviewed by
Immanuel Ness. Tait, in turn, reviews Janice Fine’s (2006) book, Worker Centers, which is
the most comprehensive survey and analysis of an increasingly prominent form of non-
union labor organizing and advocacy, especially among immigrant workers. Fine then
reviews the volume edited by Ness and worker-center leader, Sarumathi Jayaraman, The
New Urban Immigrant Workforce: Innovative Models for Labor Organizing (2005). Each
of these books focuses on the fourth branch of inquiry—organizing—I mentioned earlier,
but each also includes insights drawn from the other three branches. Tait’s Poor Workers’
Unions addresses a wide range of workers through 40 years of struggle, and the
intersections between labor organizing, mainly outside of—and sometimes in tension
with—official union structures and New Left and community organizing movements. In
focusing on “the other labor movement” composed of workers who often enjoy few statutory
protections and nor even full recognition as “employees,” Tait also argues that many of these
efforts have been relatively more democratic and participatory than many labor unions, and
drive a “middle ground” between institutionalization and militant mobilization.

Fine’s survey of worker centers trains an eye on one of the models Tait treats in her
book. Worker centers are most often community-based organizing and service hubs for
workers in immigrant communities. Though some are organized by or in conjunction with
unions, many others are independent. Workers organized in worker centers act collectively
and often bargain; they often work with lawyers to sue employers for wage, hour, and
safety violations and harassment. Because worker centers lack an institutional framework
for bargaining, they are usually only as strong as the grassroots involvement they are able to
generate. Though there remains significant variation to which this involvement has grown
among worker centers, and though worker centers must also often negotiate threats to their
autonomy due to their being nonprofit organizations that survive on outside funding (rather
than dues), Fine finds reason for optimism in the potential for worker centers to revitalize
the US labor movement.

Jayaraman and Ness’s volume, which features contributions from professional organizers
and labor activists, as well as from academics, directly discusses both the complexities of
organizing immigrants who have strong transnational ties (and who must therefore, for
example, devote a lot of energy to the management of family relations as they remit wages
home) and strategies for organizing that empower workers rather than the lawyers or union
leaders who represent them. The various chapters of the book touch on all four branches of
theoretical importance mentioned above. For example, Ai-jen Poo and Eric Tang, both
organizers of Domestic Workers United in New York City, for example, note that the
opening of free trade zones “in Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean has led to the
internal economic, cultural, and social ruptures that compel many Third World women to
leave their homelands [for the USA] in the first place,” where they face the sweatshop in
“many forms: garment factory, restaurant, nail salon, laundry, and the home” (2005, p. 107).
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Indeed, they note that these very same workers end up by making patterns of capital
accumulation that oppress them possible, by attending to the social reproduction and
service needs of the investor and consumer classes in the centers of the global North. One
of the great strengths of this book (which nicely complements Ness’s Immigrants, Unions,
and the New U.S. Labor Market [2005]) is that it simultaneously represents an interchange
among activist and academic work that is all too rare and engages matters of immense
theoretical and practical importance.

Finally, in a separate book review, Shigeru Tsuha’s essay on Christian Zlolniski’s Street
Vendors, Janitors, and Activists: The Lives of Mexican Immigrants in Silicon Valley
introduces another fine case study—this one of book-length—that attends closely to the
complexities and varieties of immigrant labor, its relationship to larger political–economic
trends, and to activism. It is an appropriate coda to the articles and commentary.

Sendoff

I was first exposed to the issues that led me to propose “Constructing Workers” as a theme
for Qualitative Sociology when I began my own research on efforts to organize workfare
workers in New York City in the 1990s. In New York City, by 1997, workfare required
nearly 40,000 welfare recipients at any one time to work as a condition of receiving welfare
benefits. Workfare workers mainly worked in municipal agencies that had been devastated
by more than 5 years of staff cuts, often working alongside unionized municipal workers.
Workfare was part of a broader labor strategy to cut the permanent public payroll, a strategy
that also included the expansion of provisional and per diem workers and contracted
services, including global outsourcing of data processing. Workfare workers, however,
enjoyed few of the rights of municipal employees and were not classified as employees at
all. Officially, they were understood as compensating the public for the cost of their welfare
benefits. There were widespread abuses at worksites and an increasing number of welfare
recipients were forced to choose between school and workfare, off-the-books work and
welfare, and food and rent. As they contacted community and low-income advocacy
organizations, these workfare workers began a movement against the program that would
struggle with the question: Are workfare workers workers, welfare recipients, neither, or
both? Are they potential workers who need more training and education, or are they
discarded workers consigned to permanent churning through one category of social
exclusion after the other? Was it better to organize for change at worksites or in home
communities? Where would the most effective coalitions be built? Could community-based
organizing still keep a focus on grievances generated at worksites? (see Krinsky 2007).

Because workfare was also emblematic of larger changes in welfare states, and an important
element in reregulating labor markets along neoliberal lines, my research sought to show the
multiple legal, institutional, economic, and symbolic determinants of the ways in which the
questions about WEP worker identity were answered in the course of a developing public
debate. The public debate over workfare also established connections between what had been
looser tied groups of welfare advocates and labor organizers often, but not exclusively, outside
the AFL-CIO. Anti-workfare organizing thus became a lens through which many of the issues
raised above could be examined, from the influence of public finance on local government
agency staffing plans to for-profit privatization, and from the problems and opportunities
afforded by analogies to slavery to the stability of labor-community coalitions.

With this special issue, I hoped to expand my own field of vision, but also to collect essays
that directly or indirectly point to a renewed field of class politics (see also Clawson 2003;
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Zweig 2004). Many of the authors represented here have been or currently are activists in the
movements about which they write. What is most exciting about their articles—indeed all of
the pieces here—is that they move beyond the particulars of their cases to illuminate larger
issues about working-class identity and class solidarities in settings, whether the USA, South
Africa, or Sweden, in which the presence of global capitalism, global modes of regulation,
and global flows of capital and labor are more immediately present than they were in previous
periods of interest in class-formation dynamics. As each of these articles suggests, the process
of constructing workers is one marked by severe challenges for solidarity but also by
opportunities for new synergies and by hope.
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Abstract The literature recognizes the need for unions to change their strategies in order to
organize women but whether these strategies reinforce or undermine gender inequality is
insufficiently examined. An ethnography of the Los Angeles Justice for Janitors movement
demonstrates how women can mitigate unequal gender relations tied to social reproduction
through unions. Secondary documents, participant observation and in-depth interviews with
Latina/o immigrant janitors and with union staff show how women janitors constructed a
union motherhood that undermined the invisibility and devaluation of caregiving generally
performed by women. As they moved into union leadership, women worker leaders made
caregiving more visible in union practice and recognized its value in the way they framed a
broader unionism for the family. Attention to how unions contend with social reproduction
extends our understanding of the consequences of union renewal for gender inequality.

Keywords Gender . Social reproduction . Labor movement . Unions . Latina/o immigrants

The Los Angeles Justice for Janitors (J4J) union movement is well known for its mass protests
where hundreds of (largely undocumented) immigrant women and men from Mexico, El
Salvador and Guatemala disrupt the private and public spaces surrounding the buildings where
they work. Since building owners use sub-contracting to avoid employer responsibilities, direct
action is a central way that janitors make claims for living wages and health care benefits from
those who have the power to give it to them. Less noted, however, is the way in which janitors’
families, especially children, are a key part of the janitors’ protest practices, or how central
families are to the framing of J4J unionism. Unions have historically mobilized men around a
family wage that could support a stay-at-home wife/mother and children. In doing so, many
unions reinforced gender inequalities in families even while they mitigated class inequities. But
whether or not familial constructions of unionism reproduce or undermine gender inequalities
depends on how “the family” is interpreted and incorporated into union activities and by whom.

In this paper, I analyze how familial practice and framing of unionism impacts upon gender
inequality, through an ethnography of J4J in L.A. The J4J movement of the Service Employees
International Union (SEIU) is cast as a paradigmatic case of union renewal in the USA
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(Waldinger et al. 1998; Wial 1993) but the impact of this movement on gender inequality has
yet to be examined. Most studies on labor movement renewal in general, and J4J in particular,
focus on the factors leading to success in organizing including financial and research support
from the international union, creative legal action, mobilization of community allies, mili-
tancy of immigrant workers and mass direct action tactics (Bronfenbrenner et al. 1998;
Fantasia and Voss 2004; Fisk et al. 2000; Turner et al. 2001; Waldinger et al. 1998). Recent
scholarship recognizes that immigrant workers’ demands for “justice” are also claims for
immigrant rights (Milkman 2000; Wilton and Cranford 2002) but analyses of the link
between the new unionism and feminist gains are largely absent. Women are included in the
union renewal literature but gender inequality is not considered at a conceptual level. Instead,
women are generally regarded as a category of workers to be organized and the degree to
which new strategies to organize women challenge or support gender inequalities is insuf-
ficiently examined. In contrast, an older “women and unions” literature includes an analysis
of whether women are able to limit gender inequality within their unions but focuses little on
recent organizing in the low-wage service sector (Briskin and McDermott 1993; Cobble
1993; Milkman 1993). A few scholars have merged ideas from both literatures (Clawson
2003; Milkman and Voss 2004) but we do not know whether recent renewal efforts un-
dermine or reinforce gender inequality.

I argue that we can deepen our understanding of the consequences of union renewal by
focusing on how unions engage with gender inequalities embedded in social reproduction.
My argument unfolds in four parts. In Part I, I review available theory and literature to suggest
that familism within unions can either undermine or reinforce gender inequalities in social
reproduction depending on how it is used and by whom. Conceptually, the familial ways in
which unions practice and frame their activities reflect decisions and assumptions about how
to organize social reproduction. Social reproduction is the daily and intergenerational
maintenance of people through both wage earning and caregiving (i.e. paid and unpaid work).
After a description of the case, methods and data in Part II, I examine the degree of change in
gender inequalities in social reproduction through a comparative analysis of the L.A. J4J
movement in two periods. The construction of J4J unionism changed over time as women
workers moved into formal leadership positions and this change had gendered implications.
In the early period, women and men janitors’ practice of unionism as a “family affair” began
to make caregiving visible by linking it to union politics surrounding wage earning but the
framing of unionism was focused narrowly on the family wage. I describe this construction of
unionism as a way to achieve breadwinning motherhood and fatherhood in Part III. In Part IV,
I show how the new women leaders constructed a “union motherhood” that made explicit the
value of caregiving to union politics in both practice and framing thus further undermining
gender inequalities in social reproduction. I conclude by discussing how this case extends our
understanding of the impact of union renewal on gender inequality.

The intersection of union organizing, migration and gender in social reproduction

The concept of social reproduction takes us beyond an analysis of women as a category for
unions to organize and toward an understanding of gender as a social relation intertwined with
race, ethnicity, immigrant status and class and thus central to union organizing. The class
dimension of social reproduction is elevated in Marxist analysis starting with Marx and Engels’
(2003) distinction between the production of goods and the reproduction of the labor force.
Marxist feminists argue that social reproduction is organized through gender inequalities
within families since men’s wage earning in the public realm of production is valued and
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visibly contributes to the family’s reproduction while women’s reproductive work of caring
for children and housework is unpaid, undervalued and relegated to invisibility in the private
realm (Dalla Costa and James 1975; Hartmann 1976). More recently, gender scholars focus on
reproductive labor as the “mental, manual and emotional labor involved in the maintenance of
life on a daily basis and intergenerationally” and examine women’s dual participation in paid
and unpaid work (Laslett and Brenner 1989, pp. 382-3). Social policy scholars emphasize the
reproduction of workers through the social wage (i.e. pensions, health care and other benefits)
which is still based on male breadwinner–female homemaker norms (Vosko 2002).

Social reproduction is also organized through race, ethnicity and migration. Circular,
temporary migration externalizes the costs of social reproduction to the sending nation or region
and these systems of migration are upheld through racialized inequalities (Burawoy 1976;
Satzewich 1991). The externalization of social reproduction costs also assumes that migrant
men leave women and children back home but immigrant women bring with them children
and the prospect of settlement (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994). Given these racialized gender
relations, employers are better able to avoid paying the costs of reproducing immigrant workers
and their families. As a result, immigrant women and women of color engage in significant
amounts of wage earning and they seek assistance in unpaid caregiving through extended
families and community “othermothers” (Collins 1990; also Glenn 1992). To some degree
there is less gender inequality among immigrants and people of color than among others since
caregiving is more collective and less invisible. At the same time, family and motherhood are
“contradictory locations” where women may learn both a tradition of activism and to
“subordinate [their] interests as women to the allegedly greater good of the...community”
(Collins 1990, p. 86). The question is how unions influence inequalities in social reproduction.

Unions are a key institution through which workers seek the means to reproduce
themselves and their families but whether unions address social reproduction in ways that
undermine or support gender inequality remains an important empirical question. Studies
suggest that the form of women’s participation in unions, as either activists or leaders,
influences the way in which unions address gender inequalities in social reproduction. In the
nineteenth century women were involved in the activist, community-based organizing mainly
as wives and daughters and they brought their children to picket lines, boycotts and grassroots
actions. However, when organizing gains were consolidated into AFL-craft unions, women
were excluded and craft unionism was constructed as a way for men to earn a “family wage”
sufficient to support a stay-at-home wife/mother and children (Blewett 1991; May 1985).
Responding to the entry of more women into the labor force, the industrial unions
organized women in select sectors in the 1930s and 1940s. Again women practiced a
community unionism that included children in the grassroots and militant activism, this
time as workers as well as mothers and daughters (Ruiz 1987, p. 77–8). When CIO
organizing gains were consolidated, some women moved into local leadership positions and
from the 1940s to the 1970s they both fought to extend a living wage to women and called
attention to women’s different needs including equal pay for comparable work, supports for
childcare and an end to sex discrimination at the workplace (Cobble 2004, pp. 5–7).
However, few women were in leadership and they were generally unable to make union
agendas responsive to women’s different needs (Milkman 1993).

Women only moved into leadership positions in significant numbers in the 1970s and
1980s within unions representing female-dominated occupations in the public sector and less-
competitive private sector (i.e. universities). Women leaders pushed their unions to accept
“difference as a strategic basis for making demands that will ultimately move toward equality”
(Milkman 1993, p. 245). In some of these unions, women’s greater caregiving was addressed
by bargaining over childcare, flexible working hours and other “women’s issues” (Briskin
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and McDermott 1993; Cobble 1993). However, there was still evidence of a gender division
of labor within unions whereby “centerwomen” mobilized through informal networks and
“spokesmen” took public and formal leadership positions (Sacks 1988). Furthermore, the
frame of “women’s issues” may not be effective for organizing the low-wage service sector
where unions must build solidarity between women and men who have similar experiences
within inequalities of race, ethnicity, immigrant status and class.

A likely alternative to the “women’s issues” frame found in female-dominated unions is a
familial one. Given the location of both immigrant women and men in the low-wage service
sector, we might see a (re)turn to familial practices found in the community unionism of the
1930s and earlier. Indeed, community organizing to secure the means of social reproduction
among Latinos and other working-class people of color is often framed as a movement “for the
family” (Jelin 1990; Pardo 1998). Women’s greater responsibilities for the reproduction of the
family and especially children spur their community activism. Scholars see potential in such
activism for women to construct a “political motherhood” (Jelin 1990; Pardo 1998) or an
“activist mothering” that “challenges the false separation of productive work in the labor force
and reproductive work in the family and politics” (Naples 1998 p. 112). However most
women interviewed by these scholars did not frame what they were doing as “political.” A
more significant challenge to gender inequality would be for women to both practice and
frame their practices in a way that links caregiving to wage earning and politics. The meanings
attached to politics are important. Indeed Chicana feminists were critical of male leaders in the
Chicano movement who used “La Familia” to emphasize cultural pride and survival while
gliding over gender inequalities in the practice of this cultural work (García 1997).

These studies provide a point of departure for my examination of whether, and if so how,
union organizing in the contemporary low-wage service sector undermines or reinforces
gender inequalities in social reproduction. Undermining gender inequalities in social
reproduction is defined as making caregiving visible and valuable by bringing it out of the
private realm and linking it to union politics in the public realm, which would in turn weaken
the gender division of labor within families defined by biology or blood. In contrast, a
unionism that solely focused on achieving motherhood or fatherhood through wage earning
would reinforce gender inequalities in social reproduction and result in little change to the
gender division of labor in families. When do union politics recognize the value of caregiving
and when are they limited to breadwinning? Both labor and community organizing studies
suggest that familism can either glorify the male breadwinner-female homemaker norm or
help envision family forms that are less oppressive to individual women, depending on who
appropriates it and how it is practiced. What is the impact of women workers’ entry into
leadership on the construction of unionism? Since unionism is constructed through both
actions and meanings, I answer these questions by examining whether, and if so how, the
familial practice and framing of the Los Angeles Justice for Janitors movement changed over
time as women workers moved into formal leadership.

A family affair: Studying gender and social reproduction in Justice for Janitors

The Justice for Janitors union movement in Los Angeles can be read as a response to
employers’ efforts to evade the cost of reproducing workers and their families.1 Beginning in
the late 1970s and accelerating in the 1980s, the building owners contracted out janitorial
services to nonunion cleaning companies. Sub-contracting makes union organizing difficult

1 The ensuing description of the movement draws on (Cranford 2004).
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since the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) treats contractors with little power as the de
jure employers, while their client firms who do have power are considered “neutral secondary
employers” who are not required to bargain in good faith with workers and are protected from
“coercive” action like picketing and striking (Fisk et al. 2000). The non-union cleaning
companies offered competitive bids to the building owners by hiring recently arrived,
predominantly undocumented, immigrant women and men from El Salvador, Guatemala and
Mexico through social networks, rather than the previously employed, mainly US born,
African American workers (Cranford 2005). The nonunion immigrants were not paid key
aspects of the social wage mandated by legislation (i.e. social security and unemployment
insurance) and were often paid below minimum wage. In response, the innovative Justice for
Janitors strategy abandoned the official labor board (NLRB) election process and sought to
compel the building owner to use union contractors through public pressure. The janitors’
organizing tactics combined legal action directed at the cleaning contractors, direct action
against both the contractors and the building owners, and a strategy akin to Bourdieu’s (1999)
“symbolic action” made up of discursive “acts of resistance.” Through direct and symbolic
action, the janitors practiced and framed unionism, respectively, in familial ways. The agents
who led J4J unionism changed over time with implications for gender.

The early period, from 1988–1994, was characterized by union staff and later male
members mobilizing janitors to help organize the unorganized. The J4J campaign was
initiated by staff from the international union working within SEIU, Local 399—a local of
both janitors and health care workers. The initial effort to re-unionize L.A. janitors focused on
the downtown financial district. After successfully mobilizing the small number of union
members to help organize the unorganized in 1989, the campaign moved to the second largest
commercial real estate market, Century City. Janitors went on strike in late May of 1990 and
on June 15, 1990, police attacked a peaceful demonstration injuring many janitors and some
community supporters. This violent state reaction was a turning point of the campaign
(Waldinger et al. 1998). Shortly thereafter, the janitors won a 3-year contract that covered
several companies in Downtown and Century City and included a family medical plan and
annual wage increases (Fisk et al. 2000). In 1992–1993, janitors working in Westwood,
Beverly Hills and the Wilshire Corridor were added to the union’s master contract but these
janitors did not win family health insurance and had lower wages than those in Downtown
and Century City. Organizing continued into the mid 1990s in Santa Monica, Pasadena,
Glendale, South Bay and the San Fernando Valley.

My analysis of the early period relies on several sources. The union’s early newsletter
Acción y Justicia para los Janitors provides information on the early division of union labor;
that is, the representation of women and men janitors in formal leadership positions. The
newsletter also provides evidence on the familial framing of unionism, while media reports
and secondary studies detail familial practices. Given the lack of in-depth, qualitative
historical data I also use interviews I conducted with women staffers and workers in the late
1990s and ethnographic data only available for the second period to triangulate and help
interpret the documentary evidence.

The later period, from 1995 to 2000, focused on the development of leadership among
women and men janitors in order to continue to organize the unorganized and to protect and
improve contract gains. In 1995, the union negotiated a 5-year contract that covered 8,500
janitors employed by 18 cleaning companies across Los Angeles County. The county was
divided into five geographical regions each with different levels of wages and benefits
depending on when they were organized and union density in that area. Each year the suburban
areas received greater raises than the Downtown and Century City janitors in the urban core.
However, suburban janitors did not receive family health insurance until 3 months before the
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expiration of the (1995–2000) contract (Fisk et al. 2000). Also in 1995, an alliance of reformista
janitors and health care workers, which argued that more resources should be direct toward
representing union members, won all the positions on the Executive Board except those of
President and Vice-President. When the two sides could not work together, the international
union put the local into trusteeship. In 1997, janitors ended the trusteeship by voting to break
with SEIU 399 and merge with local 1877, a local of janitors based in the Bay Area. The focus
on leadership development began during the trusteeship and accelerated during the Year 2000
campaign. The Year 2000 campaign began in 1998 with select organizing drives targeting
building owners who had both union and non-union accounts and culminated in a three-week,
countywide strike over contract negotiations in the Spring of 2000. The strike was a success
and the union negotiated a 3-year contract that secured for all janitors family medical insurance
and wage increases above the city’s “living wage” ordinance.

My analysis of the latter period is based on fieldwork between the fall of 1997 and the spring
of 2000. I came to know janitors and union organizers by attending protest marches along with
other community supporters. The janitors have dense networks of extended family and friends
and initial contacts opened upmanymore. In this paper, I use data on a key site of J4J activism—
the public protests—to examine practices. I attended both small picket lines with 10 to 20 people
and larger demonstrations of over 100 people on a weekly basis for a year and less frequently
thereafter. I documented my observations and conversations with women and men janitors and
staff organizers in field notes. In this paper, I quote directly from the field note and note the date
it was written in the text. I also draw on in-depth interviews with 33 women and 9 men janitors
and with 7 women organizers on staff to examine meanings associated with unionism. I over-
sampled women in order to focus on their perceptions of gender inequalities but I incorporated
men through more informal interaction in the field. I gave all those I interviewed pseudonyms
but did not assign them to people identified in pubic, secondary documents.

My analysis for this paper began with an inductive code gleaned from a staff person who
described the union as a “family affair.”

One facet of J4J that has always been there is that it’s a family affair; you bring your
kids. You know some kids have grown up within the movement... And even publicly the
whole campaign has been that, right. This isn’t just about workers in the workplace. This
is about workers in their communities and LA as a whole. And so that’s just been a
theme throughout. And it’s a theme in organizing and how people get involved.

The “family affair” theme consisted of two levels of analysis, which I coded using the
qualitative software Nudist. The first level was a set of practices that incorporated families,
especially children, into the activities of the union. The second was a set of meanings that
framed unionism as a movement “for the family.”My analysis focused on whether the familial
practice and framing made caregiving visible and valuable to union politics or constructed
unionism as a way to achieve motherhood and fatherhood solely through breadwinning. Since
the key actors changed in the two periods, I was able to examine the degree to which women
workers influenced the construction of unionism as they moved into leadership.

Constructing breadwinning motherhood and fatherhood: 1988–1994

The union division of labor

There were few formal leadership positions open to janitors in the early years of the
campaign but when janitors did begin to move into formal leadership positions they were
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primarily men. Staffer Raquel described a familiar division of union labor in the early
period.

Women were taking more action, rather than being the ‘blah blah’ of the meetings. We
would have meetings and the men were the ones dominating and talking.... But when
we were doing actions, hey, we women were very strong.

This division between women activists in the streets and men leaders in the union local
was also evident in the available figures.

Women janitors were under-represented in the formal, elected positions in the early 1990s.
With one exception, janitors on the “board of the J4J campaign” and later on the “building
services division” of the local’s executive board were men (SEIU 1991). Although two
women staffers from the rank-and-file played a role in negotiations, women janitors were
very much under-represented on early negotiating committees, which are one of the most
important forums within unions. According to women on staff, even by the 1995 contract
80% of the members on the negotiating committee were men. Women janitors were often
leaders in organizing drives but when it became time to elect shop stewards in the buildings
the majority of those elected were men. In 1991 a “downtown council” was formed to
ensure communication between shop stewards and supervisors but it was made up of six
men and one woman (SEIU 1991). In Area 1, made up of the Downtown and Century City
areas organized first, only 36% of shop stewards were women even by 1999.

There was no overt exclusion of or direct discrimination toward women entering more
formal positions but neither was there a concerted effort to bring janitors into formal leadership
positions and this absence of leadership development had gendered effects. The campaign was
focused on the difficult, labor-intensive work of organizing the unorganized rather than
developing worker leadership. Since the union was “barely surviving” and “worried about
moving the campaign forward quickly,” to quote two women staffers, whoever stepped up got
the positions.With few exceptions, it was men who nominated themselves for formal positions.

Practicing unionism as a family affair

Early J4J protests were practiced as a “family affair” where nuclear and extended families and
especially children were welcome. Fantasia and Voss (2004, p. 144) reported that janitors’
“family, friends and neighbors” participated in the Century City demonstrations in the early
1990s. Similarly, Hamilton and Chinchilla (2001, p. 88, citing Gindin 1989) reported on the
presence of janitors’ families and community supporters at these demonstrations and
suggested that it helped to appeal to the public conscience and sense of fairness about
inequalities between large corporations on the one hand and janitors and their families on the
other hand. The police attacked children during the Century City strike (Fantasia and Voss
2004; Fisk et al. 2000; Savage 1998; Waldinger et al. 1998). In a video of the beating “police
can be seen using their nightsticks to shove children into the asphalt” (Gardetta 1993, p. 22).
Early staff organizer Rocio Saenz said that when the police started to descend on the marchers
some mothers with children stood their ground. “They were so angry, there were tears in eyes.
They wanted to stay (Saenz cited in Gardetta 1993, p. 22).”

The family affair practices continued as the union began to organize Westwood, Beverly
Hills and theWilshire Corridor. One article featured well-known janitor Lupe Ayala holding a
baby bottle above her head while she blew a whistle (Chastang 1993). Ayala’s bottle was a
powerful symbol of the need for family health insurance. Reporting on a 1993 march in
Westwood, a journalist wrote: “Finally, the crowd surged into one black-granite lobby, where
the janitors made a deafening noise by whistling, banging drums and yelling. Strategically
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placed in the lead was a janitor Silvia Vasquez, 6 months pregnant, her white seersucker dress
billowing in front of her, and Blanca Salina, two children in tow, with 3-year-old daughter
Nelly grasping her neck during the march” (Nazario 1993, p. A20). Similarly, pointing to
pictures in her living room, early worker-activist Lupe said: “Since they were little my
grandchildren went with me. Now she is 17, she started when she was 7. And the other one
was 5 when she started and the other one was 3.” And an early staff organizer recalled:
“When we had demonstrations or actions or any activities you’d see it was full of kids.” In
short, retrospective interviews and documentary evidence point to the participation of
janitors’ families and children in actions.

Women brought children to the marches but interviews with women workers active in
the early years suggest that doing so was not easy to sustain. Janitor Martha said:

I don’t like to go to the marches any more because sometimes I don’t have anyone to
take care of my daughter and I don’t like to take her because the noise and everything
bothers her. [Author: But there are many children there.] Yes, and it’s the same, they are
crying.

Women janitors noted that responsibility for children in their extended family also made it
difficult for them to go to marches. For instance, janitor Concepción said:

I used to go a lot but now I hardly ever go [Author: Why?] Because my daughters
leave their children here and then I have to make the food. I don’t have the time that I
used to have anymore. But sometimes I go, when I can.

Sustaining the participation of women with children required ongoing mobilization that
took their childcare responsibilities into consideration.

These data show that families and especially children were incorporated into the protests
so that both women and men could participate in the major union activity during this period.
Since children required care, their presence at the protests meant that caregiving was brought
into a very public realm where it could be visibly connected with union politics. In this way,
the practice of unionism in this period began to undermine gender inequalities in social
reproduction. However, the impact of the mobilization of women, men and families on
gender inequality was not extended to the framing of unionism because few women janitors
were doing the mobilizing.

Framing breadwinning motherhood and fatherhood

In the early period, it was primarily union staffers (both women and men) and male janitors
who framed unionism since they were in the leadership positions to mobilize other janitors.
Staffers and male janitors framed union politics as a means for women and men to gain a
family wage.

Women staffers recognized that women janitors were both wage-earners and caregivers
but they focused on getting women out to marches so that, like men, they could better support
their families financially. Staffer Lola said:

You did get on occasion a woman who couldn’t commit because she had to work and
also take care of her stuff at home.... But for the most part, the way that was dealt with or
the way I’ve dealt with it is to make sure that when you’re moving somebody you
include that person’s family as part of it.
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The practice of unionism as a “family affair” was meant to facilitate the participation of
women in the street demonstrations and other union activities alongside men, thus women
staffers mobilized around gender inequalities in families. Staffer Raquel said:

Because of the industry, it was a little bit more than 50% women, it was very important
to have the participation of everybody... I mean from the beginning one of the things we
were emphasizing was that improving the working conditions was not just for the
workers but also for their families... It was very straightforward. We needed to have
much more money. I mean that would help women too. They had two jobs and they
were also taking care of the kids. Now they have just one job and a good job so they can
support their families.

Women staffers’ mobilizing frames included reference to childcare responsibilities. But
they did not imagine how these responsibilities might inform a unionism broader than a
movement to achieve breadwinning.

Women staffers’ greater emphasis on the family wage fit with the general breadwinning
frame of the early period. An editorial in the union’s newsletter stated:

[Other areas] deserve the same minimum standards that our members have achieved in
Downtown and Century City. We all aspire to provide a better life for ourselves and
especially for our families. We want our children to have a stable roof over their heads
and earn their way in the world (SEIU 1991, p. 1).

This statement mentioned issues beyond the direct wage. However, the framing of unionism
was squarely within the family wage ideal; that is, the reproduction of workers and the next
generation through paid work. Similarly, the Executive Vice-President of 399 said the
following at a fast to extend Downtown and Century City standards to janitors in other
areas.

Every night, tens of thousands of people go to bed hungry in Los Angeles. Many of
these people are the children of janitors who are members, or who want to be members,
of Local 399. That is why I’m here, to support these people, their right to good wages
and benefits, their right to organize (SEIU 1993, p. 5).

The high-level staffer appealed to union members and non-union workers alike with
reference to the dream to move one’s children out of poverty through a union wage.

As men janitors moved into leadership positions, they also framed unionism as a way to
achieve a family wage. Several men helped to mobilize other janitors by appealing to fatherhood
based in breadwinning. For example, although he had a union job downtown Leonidas helped to
organize other janitors as a volunteer. He told an interviewer for the union’s newsletter that he was
proud of the fact that a union wage allowed him to set up a savings account for his daughters’
education, and he hoped that his children: “would get a good education so that they can do better
than me” (SEIU 1991, p. 5). Indeed, winning a family wage motivated men to get involved.
Ricardo a janitor in the mid-Wilshire area said the following at the fast:

I am fighting for health insurance and a better salary for my family. I work full time as
a janitor; my wife works full-time cleaning people’s houses. We have two children.
My wife has a bad heart conditions and we have to go to General Hospital. It costs us
$25 to $30 for every visit (SEIU 1992, p. 2).

Male janitors also mentioned the importance of earning a family wage to the press. During a
1993 march, Jesus said that his hourly wage of $4.75 was not enough to support a wife and a
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toddler who marched alongside him (Chastang 1993). Other men focused on wages and
benefits without explicit reference to family or even to the family health insurance on which
the campaign was focused. Jose cited “more benefits, more money and a better situation at my
workplace” (SEIU 1992, p. 3). Similarly, Alejandro said: “I’d like to thank everybody for the
efforts that they maintain to achieve our goals and I urge you to continue the struggle to
obtain all the benefits that we deserve as workers” (SEIU 1992, p. 1). Breadwinning and the
family wage appealed to these men’s identities as fathers and union activists and they shared
their gains with the membership in order to mobilize them.

These data show how union staffers and male janitors framed unionism as a way to achieve
a breadwinning motherhood and fatherhood. In mobilizing janitors, men staffers and worker
leaders drew on the family wage ideal albeit one extended to women. Women organizers
recognized that women janitors had both wage-earning and caregiving responsibilities but in
keeping with the general frame of the early period they too emphasized the family wage.
Neither union staffers nor male worker leaders imagined a unionism that could be strengthened
by women’s caregiving responsibilities. Such a conception would have undermined gender
inequality in social reproduction by recognizing the value of caregiving to union politics as
was nascent at the level of practice.

Constructing union motherhood: 1995–2000

Weakening the union division of labor

The move to develop rank and file leadership in the late 1990s coincided with a concerted
effort by union staff to recruit women janitors into formal leadership positions. The staff
emphasis on leadership development came from the realization that in order to continue to
organize the unorganized and protect and improve contract gains the membership needed
have more ownership over their union. In addition, more women joined the union staff during
this period, although not many were from the rank and file, and some moved into important
staff positions. These women staffers modified traditional recruitment criteria, encouraged
women to run for some formal positions, appointed women to others and organized meetings
in participatory ways in order to incorporate women’s ideas as well as men’s (Cranford 2007).
The response from women janitors was significant.

In 1999, for the first time women had a significant presence on the elected negotiating
committee, although they were still under-represented at 42% while they were 50% of all
union members. Similarly, 45% of janitors elected to the union’s executive board were women,
which was an increase from the 1997 elections and a significant improvement over the early
1990s.2 Women were 42% of shop stewards, up from 30% in 1998. However, women were
at least 50% of shop stewards in most of the regions organized in the mid-1990s in Areas 2
and 2a. In contrast, women remained underrepresented in areas organized in the early period,
such as Area 1 made up of Downtown and Century City and in several large film studios
within Area 3 (Hollywood, Burbank, Glendale) that maintained union members throughout
the 1980s. The San Fernando Valley, in Area 4, still required much organizing and as
expected women were underrepresented there (Table 1).

2 The 1997 merger with SEIU local 1877 resulted in nine new seats for janitors on the Executive board.
Women won two of the six elected positions and took one of the three positions that were appointed for lack
of a candidate. (Activista Spring 1997 and 1998 data from SEIU local 1877).
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The entrance of women into formal leadership increased further as a new committee
structure was set up to lead the year 2000 campaign.Women were well represented on the Year
2000 committee (48%) that oversaw the entire campaign and directed the more specialized
work of the leadership, political and organizing committees. Women were also 45% of the
organizing committee, which focused on both organizing nonunion janitors and mobilizing
rank and file members to come out to public actions during the campaign. Women were not so
well represented on the leadership or political action committees (Table 1). Importantly, these
figures were changing during my research as women on staff continued to recruit more
women janitors into leadership positions (Cranford 2007).

The increased representation of women workers in leadership positions was important
because committee members and shop stewards took an active role in framing the mobi-
lization message. Women leaders were also central to mobilizing other women and in doing
so they practiced an alternative family affair that built on the earlier familial practice in ways
that influenced gender inequalities in social reproduction.

Practicing an alternative family affair

The family affair practice continued in the late 1990s. Ethnographic evidence only available
for the second period shows how both women and men janitors took responsibility for
childcare at the demonstrations. Consider this excerpt from my field notes.

Today I went to a big march in Century City as part of the year 2000 campaign.... There
were about 400 people there.... There were many children. They wanted all the children
up front since the campaign is about family health insurance. An incentive to bring kids
was that each kid that came would get a ticket that they could turn in tomorrow for a gift
from Santa at the Christmas party... They tried to get folks with kids on one bus so that
they would all march together in the front to publicize health care. So I went on this bus.
There were about 4 men on it. The men on the bus were with children (12-17-99).

This excerpt suggests that the family affair practice encouraged some men to participate in
childcare at the public demonstrations, although women were more likely to do so. Few men
brought children to the marches by themselves. But some very active men did so as I noted:

Carlos brought his daughter with him... The daughter was really yelling the chants. She
knew them all. At one point as we walked through the maze of planters, she held her

Position Women Men Percent women

Executive Boarda 5 6 45
Shop Stewardsa: 124 168 42
Area 1: 37 67 36
Area 2: 22 17 56
Area 2a: 11 9 55
Area 3: 13 28 32
Area 4: 7 11 39

Committees
Negotiatinga 10 14 42%
Year 2000 10 11 48%
Organizing 14 17 45%
Leadership 4 7 36%
Political action/COPA 3 7 30%

Table 1 Union leadership posi-
tions by gender 1999

Source: Service Employees Inter-
national Union, local 1877
a Elected positions
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picket sign way above her head. When I asked Carlos, he said she was 6 and on vacation
from school so he brought her. It was her first time to come to a march, he said. I asked if
he taught her the chants and he said yes with a smile. I commented, “she is a real yeller,
huh?” He laughed and said they say she is a leader at school (04-28-99).

Carlos and other men leaders took pride in involving their children in the marches but they
generally did so when their partners were also janitors active in the union. For instance,
shortly after her common-law partner Juan got a job as a janitor, shop steward Maggie
convinced him to attend a demonstration and help with the children there. After the march, I
asked Maggie if it was difficult for women to bring children to the marches and she said: “It’s
difficult...but it’s not impossible. Like, for example, when this muchacho (common-law
partner) came with me, since there was no one else around, I gave him the baby because I
got tired.” Indeed, it was not uncommon for couples of janitors to share childcare at the
marches. This field note is one of several examples.

There were two women with babies in strollers. One was only in the line a few rounds
and then gave the stroller to a young man outside the line. He put a picket sign on the
stroller and the child laid there sleeping (05-28-98).

Women worker leaders who had non-janitor partners who worked during the lunchtime
demonstrations or women without partners at all mobilized their extended family members
to help care for the children at the marches. Committee member Sonia consistently brought
family to the marches. Consider this excerpt from my field notes.

The neighbor of Sonia was carrying a baby around 1 year old... The comadre who lives
with Arturo and Concepción [Sonia’ parents] was also there with her son. He had on a
big J4J shirt that was like a dress on him. Sonia’s sister, Valerie, was also there with
her son and either her novio [boyfriend] or marido [common-law partner]. Valerie is
about 7 months pregnant.... Concepción was yelling with ganas [gusto] (02-10-99).

As discussed above, Concepción had retired as an activist in part due to her caregiving
responsibilities within the extended family but her daughter Sonia had recently moved into
leadership and organized her mother to become active again. Men also cared for children
within extended families. For instance, Beatriz and her husband Jorge, both shop stewards,
regularly brought their granddaughter to the marches and I noted: “I did see Beatriz’s husband
walking with the granddaughter, holding her hand, at one point” (042399). In short,
practicing protests as a family affair mitigated individual women’s caregiving and increased
men’s caregiving.

These data demonstrate the significance of the family affair practice. Organizing through
nuclear and extended family networks not only brought caregiving into the very public street
demonstrations allowingmorewomenwith childcare responsibilities to attend but men and other
family members also cared for the children at the marches. Therefore, the “family affair” practice
also mitigated the gender division of labor within families. The sharing of childcare within the
janitors’ families was likely also present in the early period given the pervasive “family affair”
practice since the beginning of the movement. At the same time, since women worker leaders
organized their male partners and extended family members to help with childcare at the
demonstrations, the sharing of childcare within families likely increased with women’s
movement into formal leadership. In addition to these continuities, the data also reveal change.

Women leaders built on the “family affair” practice in the second period to create an
alternative family that more fully undermined gender inequalities in social reproduction.
Committee member Silvia described the union in the later period as a “family” of janitors.
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Comparing now to the earlier period, I feel that our local is growing. Before the
members were not involved like they are now.... I have many compañeros with whom I
have spent a lot of time.... We have participated in everything—actions, marches,
delegations, in everything. And now we consider each other like family.

Not only did participation create a “family of janitors”, women leaders also helped other
women members with the caregiving work. The following excerpt from my field notes is one
example among many of how women shared childcare within the “family” of janitors.

Delia also brought her new baby niece.... She told me on the bus on the way home that
she cried the entire time but Delia gave her niece to Magdalena part of the time to help
take care of her (04-28-99).

Magdalena did not have childcare responsibilities but by helping Delia care for the newest
addition to her family, Magdalena sustained Delia’s participation. These practices were
similar to community other mothering among African American women who have cared for
each other’s children historically (Collins 1990). However, within J4J other mothering
practices were linked explicitly to politics during the union protests.

Women leaders mobilized other women within the “family of janitors” by helping to care
for their children. In contrast, men leaders drew on familial ideas in an effort to mobilize
women but they did not practice other mothering. For instance, at one organizing committee
meeting member Juan expressed his frustration with trying to organize his women coworkers
to come to marches. “One Señora says to me ‘my husband won’t let me,’ another says ‘my
boyfriend won’t let me,’ another said ‘I can’t because of my children’ and another said that
she is not interested!’ Member Mercedes told Juan that when women use the children as a
“pretext” she tells them: “bring them along; I bring my children.” Another woman chipped in
and said: “I’ll help you with the children.” Women worker leaders not only helped care for
younger children at marches but they also organized rides to pick up older children from
school after the protest so more women could attend. Thelma said:

We women do it all. For me, the children do not matter because I’ve heard many that say
“ay, I can’t go to the marches because of the kids.” And I say “I will help you over
there with the kids. And I help you pick them up from school.”

Similarly, Delia convinced me to give other women workers rides to pick up children many
times. Union other mothering sustained women’s participation. As Maggie said:

Over there, while we are marching, it’s a union thing; it’s companionship. So there are
also people that I can give my baby to. They tell me “I will help you carry her.” So, it is
not impossible for women to participate in the union.

Helping care for the children during the marches also built class solidarity. These data support
Sacks’ (1988) observation that “centerwomen” who mobilize other women through family
and social networks behind the scenes engage in an important form of union leadership but
J4J center women also engaged in visible public leadership.

Demonstrations were sites where the women and men workers displayed their leadership.
One important practice was leading the chants during the marches. Lupe led the chants at
many marches, translated them into Spanish and also wrote her own songs. For example,
during one afternoon picket when workers began to tire in the hot sun Lupe taught people
some lyrics she made up to the tune of La Bamba as she danced in the middle of the picket
line. “Para que haiga union... For there to be union, for there to be union there has to be a
new contract; a new contract for you, for me, for you, for me, for you, for me. Up up up

Qual Sociol (2007) 30:361–381 373



with the union, with the union” (041699).3 The following field note shows that Lupe
sometimes had to struggle to lead the chants but that she most often won that battle with
support from most male staffers.

Lupe started singing “Para que haiga union...” to the tune of La Bamba again... [Male
staffer] Eduardo joined her and was really getting into it. Most people were singing,
especially those that were there the week before.... Again [male staffer] Julio started to
lead with his hands up in the air... I could see the disappointment on Lupe’s face as she
moved toward the center of the forming circle but couldn’t wrestle control... I saw her
go up to [male staffer] Lorenzo.... Then she and Lorenzo caught Julio’s eye and Julio
pointed to Lupe and she took over (04-23-99).

This field note shows how Lupe’s leadership skills in this area were recognized by both the staff
and other janitors. Lupe had a level of charisma that not all people had but the commitment to
bring women into leadership resulted in more women developing skills like Lupe’s.

Another leadership practice was directing picket lines into contested private spaces.
Women did so with children in hand. Consider the following field note about two shop
stewards.

Two women stood out to me... They also challenged the security guards, who were
telling us to stay off the steps and clear of the level closest to the door. The woman [Eva]
with the son would take a few steps up on the steps when we walked by them, and look
at me and laugh. (I was standing behind her). Both women would go up where we were
not supposed to go when the security guards walked away. We would follow these two
women and then the security guards would tell us to go back down the steps (11-12-97).

Similarly, Susana’s children engaged in direct action with her on picket lines.

Susana was there with her three children... Susana’s kids go up on the stairs with the
other two kids as they go around. Sometimes the kids would jump off the last step back
into the line (09-03-98).

When I first met Susana she was fearful to bring her children to the marches since her family
members had told her about the police brutality in Century City in the early 1990s. However,
over time Susana joined the organizing committee and began to bring her children to weekly
demonstrations. Susana, Eva and other women worker leaders physically linked caregiving to
the fight for a social wage for the family during union demonstrations.

As women moved into more formal leadership they also became public spokespersons for
the campaign alongside men. In the early years, staff asked workers on the spot to give a
speech. But in the latter years, women and men spoke about the specific work they were
doing on a given committee. This is a good example of women displaying their leadership.

Two women from the organizing committee gave speeches highlighting the crux of the
campaign message: union members must organize the non-union competition in order to
protect what they have gained thus far and to increase those gains in the new contract....
Magdalena spoke about how she had recently visited non-union workers in their homes.
After telling us of their poor working conditions, Magdalena warned her fellow union
members that if they didn’t organize they could all be non-union soon (03-24-99).

3 Para que haiga union (La la la la la bamba), para que haiga union (la la la la la bamba), se nececita un
nuevo contrato; un nuevo contrato pa’ ti pa’ mi, pa’ ti pa’ mi, pa’ ti, pa’ mi. Aaaariba (Laaaa Bamba),
aaariba, con la union, con la union.
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One of the clearest examples of the public recognition of women and men janitors as
union leaders occurred at the 1999 “Justice for Janitors Day” march—the day set aside to
remember the violent struggle to organize janitors in Century City. The janitors returned to
Century City to kick off the Year 2000 contract campaign.

Silvia and Memo from the Executive Board also spoke after the politicians and invited
all those from the E board to come up..... Silvia encouraged the members to “continue on
in the streets. We didn’t have insurance, or respect. We have to protect what we have
won by going out into the streets” (06-17-99).

During the rallies both women and men leaders displayed their newfound leadership work.
These data show how women worker leaders practiced a union motherhood in the second

period that further undermined gender inequalities in social reproduction. Building on the
earlier family affair practice, women leaders forged an alternative family affair that made
mothering a broader “union thing” within the “family” of janitors. They mothered other
people’s children as found among other working-class people of color (Collins 1990) but by
doing so in the public street demonstrations they constructed a union motherhood. Men
leaders did not practice this union other mothering thus it was clearly influenced by
women’s movement into formal leadership. At the same time, emphasis on the value of
caregiving work was not gained at the expense of increasing individual women’s work
since women’s caregiving was more visible and collectivized outside of nuclear and
extended families. Union motherhood was similar to Naples’ “activist mothering” in that it
brought caregiving out of the private sphere and made it visible to the public. But union
motherhood went beyond activist mothering in that it linked union other mothering to
explicitly political union leadership. This practice of union motherhood in turn informed a
broadly political framing of unionism.

Recognizing the value of caregiving in the framing of unionism

The new women leaders conceived of unionism as a politics that could add value to both the
wage earning and caregiving activities of Latina immigrant women. This broad conception of
unionism influenced how they framed the movement to mobilize other women.

Women leaders felt that women brought a broader focus to the union agenda as compared
to men due to their greater responsibilities for caregiving. Lupe, who held many leadership
positions over the years, suggested that the ability to bear children was an asset to the union.
“Women bring something. The woman has had someone growing inside her, has given life...
So we give life and creativity to the entire organization. We have to utilize the feminine mind
and hand. That is what is happening now.” Lupe focused more on biology than most women
but like others she asserted that women contributed something unique to union politics, as
mothers, and that motherhood could strengthen the union. Most women pointed to socially
constructed gendered relations. Committee member Elena said:

More than anything, Cynthia, the participation of the women is very important. We have
to go forward. And we have a lot of ideas. As mothers, as women, we feel the necessity
of the children. Fathers, as the head of the family, they think about the wallet, the
money.... The women take the children to the doctor, and they see how much it costs.
And that’s why we are fighting for health insurance.

Elena linked the caregiving work of taking children to the doctor to the fight for a social
wage in the form of family health insurance. Similarly, Delia linked women’s shopping and
socialization responsibilities to a stronger unionism.
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We [women and men] work together well but we have different ideas. The women
always have better ideas; they understand more. Even though this is the most liberal
country, even though here we do the same work and supposedly we are equal, the
woman still has the responsibility for the children—and among the whites also. Who is
the one at the school meetings? The mother. And the one at the market buying food? The
woman.

Delia, Elena and other women leaders asserted that women’s unequal position in caregiving
led them to pursue a unionism geared towards the necessity of the children in a different way
than men. Importantly, they conceived of wage earning and caregiving as inextricably linked
and connected them both to union politics.

The broader conception of unionism held by the new women leaders influenced the way
they framed unionism to mobilize others. Committee member Dora described a different
message she used to mobilize women and men.

I tell them “if we are not united we will not move forward, and we’re not going to obtain
what we are asking for.” Right now, we are asking for complete family health insurance.
“You would have the right to insurance ...” if it’s a man “... for your wife” and if it’s a
woman, well, “for your husband and the future of the children,” I tell them.

Dora recognized enduring differences between women and men’s childcare responsibilities
and used those differences to mobilize women. This framing resonated with women janitors.
Delia, a member of the negotiating committee that had surveyed the membership, said that the
most important issues to the women during the year 2000 campaign were family health
insurance, dental care and sick days, whereas the men were more likely to focus on raises.
Childcare giving responsibilities resonated with women janitors and women leaders used
gender inequalities in caregiving to mobilize other women. The mobilization speeches of J4J
women leaders were also influenced by their politicization in a new realm.

Women workers’ union leadership was not merely an extension of their mothering
responsibilities but rather it represented a new set of experiences. Their leadership at the
demonstrations politicized them. For instance, when I asked Susana if she thought it was
important for women to participate in the chanting at the demonstration she said:

Yes, women have more liberty to be involved in this; before you couldn’t even go out
to work because they would criticize you. [Author: But not now?] Now we are almost
equal, almost. [emphasis in original]

Like Susana, Mercedes viewed the marches as political.

One time they pulled me out of the building at night go to a march.... I went with pain
because I didn’t know anything about the union. But now, I know how to defend myself.
It’s political what we’re doing out there. I have learned a lot about how to be political
from the marches.

Finally Lupe, who frequently led the chants, said:

And we are braver than the men.... That’s why sometimes at marches I say: “Now the
men:What do we want? Now the women!” And we [women] yell with more courage;
we are stronger. It is true. We have more voice now. We have more consciousness that
we can do it. Yes we can, because we are demonstrating it to them.

The women leaders saw not only marching but also motherhood as political and they linked
the two when they mobilized other women.
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The new women leaders saw bringing children to protests as a political act that informed a
new type of motherhood, a union motherhood. Delia used a common metaphor of polit-
icization to describe the impact of union leadership on her and on other women:

The union draws women out of the closet because look, sincerely, you come home
from work and you don’t know anything but your children and your house... I say the
union draws you out of the closet because it’s like being locked up. You don’t know
anything.... I know various women who arrive home from work really stressed
because they yell at them. And they don’t do anything because they don’t know their
rights.... But then if you go to the union... they teach you to defend yourself.

Like Mercedes, Susana and Lupe, Delia saw involvement in the union as a political act where
women learned how to defend themselves as workers but she also saw it as a way for
motherhood to become less isolating. The following quote by committee member Elena
further illustrates how women worker leaders offered other women a way to mitigate isolating
mothering responsibilities through a broader union motherhood.

Sometimes women say: “I can’t leave the house,” or “my husband won’t let me,” or “I
have the children.” And I tell them: “But you have to leave the house. We all have the
right to give our opinion. It’s important that you know your rights, and about the
contract that is coming and how to move forward, for the children.

By connecting activism to “leaving the house” and learning about their rights, Elena, Delia
and others suggested to other women that labor activism was both an integral part of
mothering and offered a less oppressive form of motherhood.

These data show that women leaders framed a union motherhood that recognized the value
of women’s caregiving responsibilities in shaping a broader unionism. The framing of union
motherhood was similar to Naples’ “activist mothering” and Pardo and Jelin’s “political
motherhood” in that motherhood was seen as a motivator for activism not a hindrance to it.
However, unlike the women in these previous studies, the women worker leaders in my study
experienced union motherhood as political and viewed the participation of other women as a
political act. They offered other women janitors a union motherhood that could draw them out
of a “closeting” routine of paid and unpaid work thus mitigating the negative aspects of both
types of work. In these ways, women’s movement into formal leadership positions
undermined gender inequalities in social reproduction through the framing of unionism.

Conclusion

This comparative analysis of the familial practice and framing of Justice for Janitors unionism
shows how unions can play a part in the (re)organization of social reproduction in ways that
undermine, rather than reinforce, gender inequalities. The way the union was changed over
time and the movement of women workers into positions where they could influence the
construction of J4J unionism shaped the degree to which that construction undermined gender
inequalities in social reproduction. Women worker leaders constructed a union motherhood
that not only made visible women’s greater caregiving responsibilities in the practice of
unionism but also recognized the value of caregiving in the framing of unionism. Union
motherhood in turn weakened the gender division of labor in families through practicing and
imagining a more collective, public and political motherhood.

My study extends the “women and unions” literature to include Latina/o immigrant women
and men working in the low-wage service sector and expands the community organizing
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literature to include community unionism. Unlike the women in community organizing
studies, the women in my study combined informal activism with formal leadership. The
“women and unions” literature suggests that when women enter formal leadership they
construct a unionism that undermines gender inequality by recognizing both similarities and
differences between women and men (i.e. both wage-earning and caregiving; Briskin and
McDermott 1993; Cobble 1993; Milkman 1993). In terms of the practice of unionism,
women’s entry into formal union leadership had important effects on gender inequality but
the janitors’ community unionism was also significant. Given the different context of low-
wage service jobs—where women and men were recruited through dense social networks to
do similar precarious work—we find a (re)turn to a grassroots familial practice of unionism
similar to that found in the community-based organizing of the 1930s and earlier in both
periods. As a result, J4J’s street demonstrations were practiced as a “family affair” that
brought caregiving into a very public realm and encouraged some men to participate in
childcare alongside many women even before women’s movement into formal leadership.
The public practices of caregiving fit with Naples’ concept of “activist mothering” but the
militant yet familial organizing within this mixed gender union also made space for men to
perform an “activist fathering” that included caregiving.

When women moved into formal leadership they practiced a union motherhood that
undermined gender inequalities in social reproduction further in two ways. First, women
worker leaders created an alternative family affair by mothering other women’s children. Since
not all mothers had male partners and not all male partners worked at night allowing them to
attend daytime marches, this broader sharing of childcare was important for many women’s
participation. Second, more women engaged in visible union leadership such as leading
chants, giving mobilizing speeches and directing picket lines into contested public spaces
often with children in hand. They practiced a union motherhood that linked “community other
mothering” (Collins 1990) within the “family” of janitors to militant and public union
leadership. In these ways, the visibility of caregiving was heightened as women moved into
leadership and the increasingly public presence of caregiving did not add to women’s work
or simply move its locale but instead more fully collectivized it beyond families defined by
blood or marriage.

Women’s movement into leadership significantly influenced the framing of J4J unionism,
but in a different way than suggested by the “women and unions” literature. Given the different
context of low-wage service jobs, women worker leaders did not frame unionism as a way to
address “women’s issues” but emphasized familism similar to that found in community
organizing among Latinas/os and other people of color. Familism is a malleable trope that can
be used to reinforce or challenge gender inequalities depending on how it is used and by
whom. Union staffers andmenworker leaders framed unionism as a way to earn a family wage
thus appealing to similar breadwinning responsibilities of Latina/o immigrant women and men
janitors. In contrast, the new women leaders brought with them a conception of motherhood
that included both wage earning and caregiving and felt that women’s greater childcare
responsibilities informed a broader unionism. The frame of union motherhood was similar to
what Pardo (1998) and Jelin (1990) have called “political motherhood” and Naples has
called “activist mothering” in that it conceived of motherhood as a motivator for activism.
But the women in my study did not see unionism only as an extension of motherhood, but
also as a way to create a new, less oppressive, form of motherhood. The practice of union
leadership politicized them, as mothers and as unionists, which in turn influenced their
framing of unionism to other women. The women leaders suggested that women could use
their motherhood to improve unionism but they also offered their compañeras a union
motherhood that pulled them into explicitly political sites where they at once expressed their
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labor rights and constructed a less isolating form of motherhood. In these ways, the new
women workers imagined a unionism that added value to both paid and unpaid work.

A cursory reading of the data might conclude that the new women leaders were simply
more successful at persuading other women to take on a third shift of activist labor thus
reinforcing gender inequalities in social reproduction. However, this interpretation would be
incomplete. The women worker leaders not only framed unionism as a movement “for the
family” but, unlike their male counterparts, they also practiced a union other mothering where
caregiving work was shared within the broader “family” of janitors. Women’s movement into
leadership strengthened and expanded the critique of gender inequalities in social
reproduction nascent in the janitors’ longstanding family affair practice. The entry of women
into leadership more fully undermined gender inequalities in social reproduction by not only
making visible women’s greater caregiving responsibilities in the practice of unionism but
also recognizing the value of caregiving in the framing of unionism, both of which further
weakened the gender division of labor in families by constructing a more collective, public
motherhood. The union motherhood construction did not obliterate longstanding and deeply
structural gender inequalities in social reproduction, but it did undermine them.

These findings are most applicable to union organizing efforts among Latino immigrants
in the United States. However, to the extent that more workers fall outside of the protections
offered by labor law and thus turn to direct action practices and social justice framings and to
the degree that family remains a major organizing concept in society these insights apply
more broadly. Nevertheless, future research would be fruitful along several lines. There is
much research on men and unions but we need more research on changing masculinities and
union renewal. My data suggest that the incorporation of children into public protests
encouraged men to practice a union fatherhood that included caregiving. However, more in-
depth interviews with men are necessary to confirm this idea and to understand how such
actions might influence the meanings men attach to unionism. We also need research on
whether efforts that undermine gender inequalities in public sites shape, or are shaped by, a
weakening of gender inequality in the home, at the workplace or in the union local. When are
women worker leaders able to include caregiving in bargaining agendas? When are they able
to forge the solidarity with men necessary to enforce collective agreements at the workplace?
What is the relationship between men’s public fathering and their participation in less visible
and more mundane household work? Only with multi-site analysis will we gain a full
understanding of the degree to which union organizing destabilizes gender inequality. Finally,
this has been an exercise in suggesting hypotheses by extending the insights of previous
studies through the analysis of a new case. Future research could test the extent to which
women worker leaders are able to make caregiving visible and valuable to union politics in
the growing number of union renewal efforts.
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Abstract Contemporary US labor solidarity faces new opportunities and challenges in the
midst of global economic and governmental restructuring. Indicative of these changes the
1996 welfare reform has created a new brand of contingent government contract workers to
implement welfare-to-work while simultaneously fostering contingent work among welfare
clients. In this paper I use ethnographic data from a major city in NewYork State to explore the
relative positioning of these labor groups and I ask whether contingent government workers
could mediate between organized labor and welfare recipients, thereby facilitating political
collaboration. I conclude by identifying considerable structural and interpersonal barriers to
solidarity including lack of contingent worker consciousness, difference in “skill” levels,
antagonistic relationships with clients and a tendency to interpret client hardships in terms of
personal defects. I contrast these findings with instances where labor unions have become
involved in welfare issues and propose steps toward a new paradigm for labor solidarity.

Keywords Contingent government workers . Labor solidarity . Welfare reform

Introduction

When considered in terms of global economic restructuring, the 1996 welfare reform enacted
by the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA; Public
Law No: 104-193 1996) is dually linked with contingent work. It is both implemented in part
through the use of contingent work contracts and it facilitates the wider trend of tentative
work relations in which capital saves money by employing workers on an exceedingly
temporary basis by making immediate work mandatory for welfare clients. This characteristic
of the reform places both clients of the reformed welfare system, now named Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), and some of the system’s new contingent employees
on strikingly parallel footing when seeking to organize for workers’ rights and benefits.
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Burton (1991) has shown that—as in the case of social workers’ and clients’ joint
campaigns against welfare reforms in the 1970s—activists, clients, and welfare workers have
sometimes considered and worked with each other as economic allies in labor organizing
since, as evident in the recent work of Goldberg (2001), the welfare state involves a vast web
of social interdependencies. Public sector labor scholars, such as James O’Connor (1984 in
Burton 1991) and others (see Burton 1991), have even predicted that increasing bureaucratic
surveillance and demands on social service workers, accompanied by fiscal cuts in services
and resources for clients (as seen in the 1996 welfare reform), would prompt workers and
clients to recognize their common material base in reliance on the state and unite in a unified
labor movement.

In some cases this has occurred following the 1996 welfare reform (Reese and Newcombe
2003; Simmons 2002; Tait 2005), but considerable barriers persist. Of primary concern in this
paper is the unanswered question of where new genres of contingent government contract
workers who were recruited to implement part of the reform fit into the equation of welfare
client and caseworker solidarity. In the following pages I review literature on labor solidarity,
the increasing use of contingent labor in government and particularly social welfare jobs, and
the contingent nature of the secondary labor market that welfare-to-work clients tend to enter.
I then use ethnographic data to examine how the convergence of these patterns have
implications on the local level in the construction of contingent welfare-to-work staff and in
the role they play as enforcers and role models in the contingent labor force. I conclude with
implications that this emergent type of contingent government worker holds for collaboration
with organized labor and community welfare advocates by contrasting the present findings
with the literature on labor solidarity and the few cases where labor unions have become
involved in organizing welfare clients. Overall, I find that there are significant structural and
interpersonal barriers to labor solidarity between contingent government workers and their
clients. I use these barriers as a starting place for outlining new paradigms for labor solidarity
in the case of contingent government employees.

A pivotal moment for welfare labor solidarity

Common interests between welfare clients and organized labor abound when one considers
the interrelated role which welfare policy plays for all workers. In the words of Frances Fox
Piven (1997, p. 114):

The issues are clear. Public income supports for people who are at risk in the labor
market are important not only because large principles of social justice and a caring
community are at stake. They are also important to workers and unions for the very
practical and self-interested reason that these programs constitute a floor under wages
and thereby reduce the reserve army of labor (Piven 1997, p.114).

The 1996 welfare reform has served as a catalyst for this reserve army of labor and is in the
process of flooding the low-wage secondary labor market with an estimated one to two million
workers between the years of 1993 and 2008 (Bartik 2001). If it ignored this constituency,
organized labor would fail to capitalize on a significant portion of the working class, as well
as forgo a chance to pioneer a holistic approach to economic and social justice (see Fletcher
1997). Furthermore, it would leave un-addressed welfare reform’s major challenges to labor,
including the creation of workfare programs that neglect basic workplace rights, the
displacement of existing jobs with workfare slots, displacement issues of private sector
involvement in the privatization of welfare functions and the flooding of the low-wage
workforce with individuals who are mandated to take any job offered (Simmons 2002).
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Conditions for labor solidarity

Contemporary US economic and governmental restructuring presents new potential for labor
solidarity, or the decision of workers to unite together rather than bargain separately with their
employers (Hanagan 1988). Though labor and social movement scholars have asserted that
nearly all work paradigms within capitalism involve both forces that promote class
solidarity and forces that promote division within the working class, both internal and
external factors have been identified as pivotal in determining which impulses workers will
follow (Hanagan 1988; Luedtke 1986).

Perhaps most central among internal factors that favor solidarity is the classical materialist
concept of “class consciousness” that is present when workers recognize their own labor
experience and vulnerability in the circumstances of others. Willingness to mobilize as united
workers, however, also depends on the scope and intensity of threats to worker’s interests,
values or even survival (Tarrow 1998) as well as perceived political opportunity in the sense
of likelihood of a favorable outcome (Reese et al. 2005). Additionally, research suggests
that labor group capacity to mobilize is dependent upon access to organizational resources
such as pre-existing networks and organizations (Reese et al. 2005). In terms of barriers to
solidarity, scholars have identified divisions between skilled and unskilled workers as a
critical wedge that has led to worker fragmentation, though, many times in the context of
other internal divisions along lines of race/ethnicity, and gender (Hanagan 1988, 2003; Tilly
1988). Such divisions are evident in the case of welfare reform, in which welfare clients
have been branded as unskilled and have been stereotyped as black, single and lazy mothers
in attempts to justify reform to the public (Tait 2005). In each of these cases wedges are
created between welfare recipients and caseworkers, who, as with the general public, tend
to associate themselves with the opposite poles in these distinctions (see Goldberg 2001).

In conjunction with internal factors, external influences such as the size of the labor market,
governmental policies and the disposition of elites have also been found to influence the
presence or lack of labor solidarity. Tilly (1988), for instance, has argued that expanding labor
pools increase worker substitutability, and thus expendability, leading to intra-labor hostilities
and lack of worker solidarity. Such is the case with frustration in recent years over
globalization, downsizing, outsourcing and general job insecurity, which, though potential
rallying points for transnational and cross-industry labor solidarity, have had a relatively
muted effect, likely because variously situated workers have been unable to make
connections between themselves and others given the complexity and adversarial tone of
new contingent work structures (Ridzi and Banerjee 2006). Historical studies in the USA and
France indicate that level of governmental support for labor is critical to labor solidarity
success as well (Hanagan 2003). In instances, such as France in the 1890s, where labor was
supported by government, universal labor movements thrived, whereas broad-based skilled
and unskilled labor movements in the US of the 1880s were quickly met with government
repression and collapsed (Hanagan 1988). Current governmental tendencies in the USA since
the Regan era 1980s have been largely anti-union, creating considerable resistance to labor
solidarity, and have ushered in lows of union membership not seen in decades (Tait 2005).

In addition to labor policy, welfare policy itself, and particularly retrenchment as seen in
the 1996 reform, poses two interrelated structural challenges to solidarity. First, it forces
former welfare recipients into the labor market, thereby increasing worker competition and
vulnerability and reducing bargaining power with both employers and administrators, who
are already pre-disposed to cut them from the rolls (Goldberg 2001; Piven and Cloward
[1971] 1993). In general, these changes are disincentives for welfare client participation in
protests or other forms of political action. Second, increased worker competition due to this
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retrenchment undermines solidarity needed for collective action and fosters worker division
along lines of skill distinctions as “skilled” workers increase efforts to preserve the
privileged labor market position they hold in relation to “unskilled” workers and former
welfare recipients seeking employment (Goldberg 2001).

Of additional note, beyond economic and policy factors, is the cohesiveness of social
elites, both economic and political, who, when divided have sought to curry favor with
working classes through concessions in the past (Hanagan 1988) and thus offer a window of
opportunity for labor organizers who thus see their chances of success enhanced (Goldberg
2001; Reese et al. 2005).1 The global elite that has arisen in the New Economy, however,
appears so far to have a greater sense of unity than the masses of global laborers that they
have been able to pit against one another with the specter of global outsourcing, downsizing
and off-shoring (Ridzi and Banerjee 2006). Also of note is the importance of what some
(notably Cohen 1990 in Hanagan 2003) have called common popular culture. Created
through media outlets and public rhetoric, the ideology surrounding the welfare reform has
tended to frame government efforts to force poor families into the workforce in a positive
light. This attention has garnered little good will toward welfare clients.

As Lukes (1977 in Goldberg 2001, p. 214) asserts, however, periods of reform sometimes
result in anomalies and structural transitions that provide “a source of creativity and
improvisation, a counter-cultural and anti-structural force” which may benefit social
movements. Offering optimism for future labor solidarity, Goldberg (2001) argues that the
reform has created new structural opportunities to the extent that it has placed labor groups in
situations that blur the internal boundaries that divide them. For instance, where workfare
assignments have led welfare recipients to work alongside unionized city employees their
noted similarities and disparities of work experience have served as catalysts for campaigns
that challenge discursive distinctions between the dependent poor and independent workers
(Goldberg 2001). In this paper, I analyze another area of structural transition, that of rising
contingent work among both social welfare providers and poor welfare clients, to assess
opportunities and barriers for reconsidering the boundaries that divide them.

The rise of contingent social welfare provisioning

The current period in United States government structure, gaining momentum since the
1950s, has been declared “the era of the contracting regime (Smith and Lipsky 1993,
p. 43).” Smith and Lipsky (1993) present this conceptualization as a lens through which to
view the dynamic relationships that have come to exist between the United States gov-
ernment and the for-profit and nonprofit agencies with whom it is increasingly contracting
in order to provide social welfare services. As Kettl (1988, p. 3) has pointed out, “While
[government programs] have grown enormously in size—more than two and three fourths
times, even allowing for inflation, from 1955 to 1985—the federal bureaucracy has not.” As
he explains, what accounts for this paradox of larger federal programs without a larger
federal bureaucracy is “the growth of government by proxy.” In the time since the end of
World War II the US federal government has acted upon an imperative to do less of the
rowing and more of the steering in the proverbial ship of governmental services. As seen in
Fig. 1, this trend has continued in recent years. Increased government outlays have
corresponded with renewed waves of governmental downsizing or “right-sizing” that have
spanned several administrations.

1 Goldberg (2001, p. 212) notes that it is not just economic but also political elites that matter.
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Social welfare provisioning has been no exception to this pattern of labor contracting.
Walkowitz (1999) chronicles the deskilling of the social work profession between 1968 and
the 1990s along the lines of class, race, and gender. Over this time period, more affluent,
white, MSW-holding social workers began to move in larger numbers into counseling and
other opportunities to avoid the increasing routinization, low pay, and burnout associated with
traditional social work. More women, blacks, and Hispanics with little formal social work
training found opportunities and voice in this field as welfare budgets were cut and as the
profession declined in prestige. This transition was fueled by the creation of a divided labor
situation in which the government undermined social worker union solidarity. Clerical
workers and welfare “aides” (both lower-skilled, lower-paying positions disproportionately
offered to women and nonwhites, that did not require professional degree or affiliation) were
widely recruited to divide up the workload that had previously been carried by professional
degree-holding social workers (see also Brodkin 1997). This change corresponded with the
1970s reform stress on the “separation of services” meant to safeguard against the perceived
abuses of discretion and power that social workers held over clients (Handler 1973; Hays
2003). Recurring cycles of welfare state retrenchment, such as with the current welfare reform
have further weakened the labor power of government employees as resources and jobs are
withdrawn from the welfare bureaucracy (Goldberg 2001).

The legacy of this deskilling, re-organization and retrenchment of US social welfare work
is evident in the implementation structures resulting from the 1996 PRWORA. As of 2001,
13% of all Federal TANF expenditures were spent on contracts with nongovernmental
entities (US General Accounting Office 2002). In most cases, this reform has involved the
local contracting out of requirement fulfillment to non-profits or partnerships between pre-
existing agencies. For instance, nationally, the government contracts with public, private
and non-profit entities to provide specific services such as caseload management (in 40% of
states) and job placement (43% of states; Bandoh 2003; US General Accounting Office
2002). This public sector reconfiguration has ensured that government policy implemen-
tation is consistent with a wider trend of rising private-sector-driven temporary and
contingent employment situations. Not only have private firms such as Maximus and
Lockheed Martin (the defense contractor) secured contracts in nearly every state, making
them the nation’s leading welfare contractors (Hartung and Washburn 1998 in Reese et al.
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2005), but Manpower temporary help firm, itself a welfare-to-work provider, has become a
leading employer in the USA.

Handler (1996) suggests that, in addition to arguments about increased efficiency and
effectiveness, there is another reason for increased decentralization and privatization in the
area of welfare policy. Due to the controversial nature of providing assistance to the poor,
involving debates about how generous to be and what criteria make someone deserving of aid,
Handler argues that delegating the responsibility to enforce work standards and decide who
gets aid to local level and contracted-out entities is a strategy of conflict management that
enables legislators and other federal actors to take symbolic and ceremonial action without
having to take a stand that would involve making political enemies of those who disagree with
the decision.

The new entities that have resulted from the decentralization of welfare (such as county
social services—community college partnerships, or private contractors who win the contract
through a bidding process as with construction) were not created to replace the previous
welfare systems (nor are they permanent) but to work in tandem with them, cooperating, yet
focussed primarily on their distinct charge of enforcing work participation, aiding in the
transition to work, and diverting people from the welfare rolls. Welfare-to-work agencies are
block grant funded and must meet prescribed performance benchmarks to receive continued
funding. They operate under the guise of contingent labor contracts (subject to congressional
re-authorization as well as competitive bidding), in place only as long as there is work for them
to do, and as long as they can demonstrate they are doing it effectively (see Ridzi 2004). They
are composed of workers from various backgrounds and do not require having MSWs or
other formal social work training. Additionally, a high percentage of lower-skilled positions
within welfare-to-work agencies are held by former welfare aid recipients with little more
than on-the-job training.

The workers who staff welfare-to-work agencies negotiate workspaces that are distinct
from those of themore professional social worker jobs that preceded them. This paper explores
the work environment established for welfare reform’s contingent staff and explicates how
these workers think about their employment and how they position themselves in relation to
the distinct group of contingent workers that are their clients in the reformed welfare system.
Researchers such as Tait (2005) have asserted that the difference between being organized
and unorganized presents a major line of division within contemporary labor. This research,
however, allows us to explore divisions and potential for solidarity among two groups of
unorganized workers.

Welfare reform’s clients and the rise of poor women in contingent work

Recent research (see Heinrich 2005) has identified women with recent participation in public
welfare as comprising a disproportionate and growing share of temporary employees. This is
in large part due to recent changes in welfare policy. In 1996 the PRWORA reformed the
welfare system and replaced Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), the nation’s
primary welfare cash assistance program, with Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF). Under TANF, states were pushed to pursue a “work first” approach to welfare by
requiring all welfare applicants and recipients to seek and/or obtain employment as a first
resort, and in many cases a pre-condition of receiving aid. The results of this policy have
been notable. Since the 1996 reform, close to 60% of former welfare recipients have entered
the labor force (Boushey 2001). However, studies indicate that over 60% of those who leave
welfare have entered the low-wage, contingent ranks of the service and manufacturing
sectors (Loprest 1999, 2003), filling jobs that global competition and outsourcing have
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converted to increasingly unstable and temporary positions (Boushey 2001). Jobs in ad-
ministrative support (i.e. clerical), service, manufacturing and construction laborers, which
collect the majority of welfare clients, together comprise close to 56% of all contingent work
(Polivka 1996). As of 2002, only one third of former welfare recipients who were employed
had health insurance through their jobs, many working in low-wage jobs with median hourly
wages hovering around $8.00, and the likelihood of returning to welfare within 2 years from
exit hovered at 26% (Urban Institute 2006).

Data and methods

This study uses ethnographic data collected from 1999 to 2006. During the primary period of
data collection 1999–2003, I collected extended observational data at all major sites of TANF
intake processing in Regal County, New York.2 These participant observations were typically
conducted on a weekly basis and lasted between 2 and 8 hours at a time. Each site was visited
on multiple occasions and at differing hours and days. Due to the confidential nature of client
processing, these interactions could not be tape-recorded. However, hand-written note taking
concurrent with observations was permitted. These notes supplemented memory and served
as the basis for detailed fieldnotes, which were written soon after each session. During
observations, particular emphasis was placed on micro-level interpersonal behavior (such as
comfort, tone of voice, and posture) as well as on the formalized and informal rules of
processing that emerged as meaningful for staff and consequential for clients. These
observational notes were supplemented by interviews with 38 staff at various levels of intake
processing. These were structured as a “continuous talking with people” (DeVault and
McCoy 2002, p. 9) about their work, why they were doing what they were doing, and how
they thought about what they were doing. While many of these interviews were taped and
transcribed, many more were recorded in the form of written notes because short windows of
opportunity for interviews would arise in the midst of case processing or at points in the work
day that were deemed too busy or inconvenient to pause for a more formal interview. As a
result, many more than 38 interviews were conducted with the 38 welfare-related employees
and follow-up interviews were conducted as recently as 2006.

In total, 11 sites of processing were examined and well over 100 individual instances of
applicant processing were observed. An additional 15 interviews were conducted with welfare
rights activists, welfare support groupmembers, and other community workers knowledgeable
about TANF in Regal County. The contrast in perspective between those working in the
system and those who are outside of it provides an ethnographic resource for observing from
multiple perspectives. Transcribed interviews and field notes were imported into Nvivo
qualitative data analysis software for coding and inductive analysis (Bogdan and Biklen 1998).

Below, I present data on how the 1996 welfare reform constructs welfare-to-work staff in
Regal County as high-end members of the contingent work force. I then examine how their
daily work produces them as enforcers of their clients’ participation in the low end of the
contingent work force.

I. Welfare reform and the creation of contingent welfare-to-work staff

States have addressed the devolved responsibility for administering a reformed welfare
system in various ways. The 1996 PRWORA required each state to submit its own plan for

2 Regal County, New York is a pseudonym for a county containing a major urban city within New York
State.
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complying with the federal reform’s demands. New York State produced its response in the
1997 Welfare Reform Act and an accompanying implementation guide that closely mirrored
the federal legislation (McKenna 1998). Following the 1997 act’s passage, state officials
appointed county commissioners and assigned implementation responsibilities to local
contractors that these county officials either created from scratch or arranged via contracts
with already existing public and private entities. In Regal County, a newly established
agency, spawned from a partnership between a community college and a city social services
department, was granted authority to collect TANF block grant funds and to administer the
local welfare-to-work program. The welfare-to-work agency that was created was thus not a
permanent part of the welfare system, but an auxiliary branch that was contingent on grant
funding. A staff member explains:

We’re not permanent workers. Our agency is grant-based so the first TANF grant was
for 5 years so we were guaranteed employment for five years and since then it has just
been year-to-year, contingent on funding from the state, county and federal government,
you know the welfare-to-work block grants.

The addition of this auxiliary work force to the county welfare infrastructure involved a
negotiation of responsibility and a blending of resources, which, despite acting to satisfy
legislative provisions, remained outside of the formal public bureaucracy. An administrator in
Regal County explains:

We, by the way, are employed by the local community college agency; we’re not state
workers and so this welfare-to-work office is also actually part of the college, not the
welfare office. I get paid by the college and so do most of the over 100 workers here at
welfare-to-work, about 80 of which work in this building. This came about because of a
contract and part of a partnership between the Department of Social Services and the
community college that indicated that we, the college, and more specifically the welfare-
to-work agency they created would handle all of the federal, state, and local tax money
that was funneled toward welfare reform job training, etcetera. Thus we are paid by the
agency created by the partnership but the money is federal, state, and local from block
grants, etcetera.

This distinction is consequential because the contract workers constructed by the welfare
reform are positioned differently from “permanent employees” (NYS Welfare Reform Act
1997, p. 206) of government welfare organizations. In particular, unlike with these contract
hires at welfare-to-work, employee status and bargaining rights are explicitly protected in the
case of permanent employees that predate the welfare reform and that continue to work in the
welfare office. Amidst massive restructuring and consolidation of departments and functions,
these collective bargaining rights of permanent employees were explicitly recognized.3

Furthermore, assurances were provided that the privatization of welfare functions that
brought about Regal County’s welfare-to-work agency would not impinge upon permanent
employees’ primary traditional functions regarding eligibility determination and that permanent

3 S 128 Transfer of employees. 1. Upon the transfer of functions from the former department of social
services and the former division for youth to the department of family assistance and the appropriate
successor offices...2. A transferred employee shall remain in the same collective bargaining unit as was the
case prior to his or her transfer. (New York State Welfare Reform Act 1997, S128, p. 159).
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employees have a right to bid for contracts offered for privatization.4 These clauses do not
apply to contract workers at the welfare-to-work agency. As one employee explains, “We’re
not actually public servants; we’re paid by the college. We don’t have to take a civil service
test or anything.”

Welfare-to-work employees are not the career social workers that characterize workers in
the welfare office.5 A welfare-to-work administrator explains:

A social work background is not a requirement. Our staff comes from various
backgrounds and most have a bachelor’s degree or equivalent work history. They are
thoroughly trained by welfare-to-work and are screened for personability and commu-
nication style and ability.

Welfare-to-work employment is thus rooted in the welfare bureaucracy in a structurally
different way from the employment of permanent employees of social services agencies.
Being dependent upon the flow of block grant money and the competitive award of contracts,
as alluded to in the quote above, they are not subject to civil service requirements. One staff
member explains this as an advantage:

You don’t have to take a civil service exam to get a job here. If this were a county
welfare job they would have to interview and hire from the top three scorers on the civil
service exam. But here they don’t have to do that; they could just hire you off the street. I
see it as a positive thing, I’m not sure it is, but I think it is.

Despite these advantages, there are also drawbacks. For instance, aside from some support
staff that are covered under the welfare office, and several of the administrators that were
acquired from the college, welfare-to-work staff members are not unionized. One employee
explains how this works:

The majority of the welfare-to-work staff, we are not unionized. Over in the welfare
office they are all part of the CSEA [The Civil Service Employees Association is a local
1000 of the American Federation of State County and Municipal Employees AFSCME]
and they cover a few of our workers here like the information aids and technical
assistants. Also, some of the administrators that came from the community college when
we were formed are covered under the state community college union. But the rest of us,
the job coaches, are not in a union. We don’t have one.

Though this arrangement has some benefits, as one worker explains, “we don’t have to
pay union dues!” it also has some noted disadvantages. One worker explains that, as a
result, the welfare-to-work employees, in relation to unionized welfare workers, are left
without many fundamental protections.

5 For instance, Brodkin (1997, p. 11, fn 33) reports that in some locations agencies were forced to hire only
from within already existing social services agencies. This would likely have a considerable impact on the
findings examined in this paper and merits further study.

4 While federal Prohibitions also exist for the direct replacement of workers by workfare recipients (Goldberg
2001:208), I present only state legislation here: (S151, S 20-c, p. 205) Privatization...the department shall not
enter into any contract with a private entity under which the private entity would perform any of the public
assistance and care eligibility determination functions, duties or obligations of the department as set forth in
this chapter... (b) Social services districts may enter into a contract or agreement for the performance of
functions, duties or obligations required to be performed pursuant to this chapter [i.e. functions not related to
eligibility determination], however, the collective bargaining representative of employees who normally
perform such functions or provide such services for social services district shall be permitted the opportunity
to competitively bid for any contract...” (New York State Welfare Reform Act 1997, S151, p. 205).
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As welfare-to-work employees we have no protection. They could just call me in the
office and tell me see you later. I would be fired and I would have no recourse. That is a
big difference for us. Like I know of a union employee who admitted to having a drug
problem. They tried to fire her but the union got involved. If that were me, without the
union, I would be fired, like see you on down the road.

Though not protected by the status of a permanent employee or the opportunity to
unionize, welfare-to-work staff certainly do not fit into the paradigm of contingent and temp
workers situated in the low-wage secondary labor market (Barley and Kunda 2004; Heinrich
2005; Simmons 2002). In Regal County, as in many locations nationwide, welfare reform
was accompanied by new flows of money that have provisioned welfare-to-work with
comparatively lavish office space and the fiscal ability to treat employees well (Hays 2003).
One staff member commented, “They pay us well. We get paid a lot more here than others
who do a similar type of work.” Another explained:

You have to understand, welfare-to-work is one of the highest paid social services
around. If you go to Head Start and worked just as hard, the same amount of hours,
you would be making $10,000 to $12,000 less a year.

The material resources enabling such generous pay, engorged as caseloads declined despite
fixed block grant amounts, also enabled welfare-to-work to lure experienced staff from
previously existing social services departments. One veteran welfare-to-work employee
explains: “Many of us came from other social services departments and [we] were hired on
little by little, as welfare-to-work grew.”

These staff members enjoy a flexible, characteristically white-collar work environment. In
addition to a salaried 35–40 hour workweek, several weeks of vacation and a lenient and
generous sick day policy, health and retirement benefits are a part of the employee benefits
package. A critical aspect of the welfare-to-work agency in Regal County is its relationship to
the community college, which itself is represented by a public college union organization. As
quasi-employees of the college, welfare-to-work staff have access to many of these benefits,
including retirement pensions. One employee explains how this arrangement works:

We don’t have a union, but, as part of the deal when they created our agency, us job
coaches get our benefits based on the faculty over at the community college. We don’t
have anyone representing us, but we get whatever they negotiate.

These benefits are considered by staff to be one of the most attractive parts of the job. One
welfare-to-work staff member indicates, “I don’t always love my job, but it’s great pay for
what I do, great benefits. You really can’t beat that.”

In part due to the accoutrements of high-wage primary labor market employment that
welfare-to-work employees are entitled to and partially due to wishful thinking, the majority
of welfare-to-work staff do not consider themselves contingent workers. Rather, though they
routinely acknowledge that they do not know what funding will look like in future years and
that the continuously stalled Federal PRWORA reauthorization hearings in Congress portend
lack of national consensus, staff generally express a confidence in the status quo. One
welfare-to-work employee explains the reasoning behind this confidence.

They won’t stop this program; they’re saving too much money. Instead of just paying
money to those who apply, people come through here and have to do all this stuff. See all
those people on the wall? They got jobs so that’s less they have to get paid by the state
and the county. I don’t think they’ll get rid of our program unless they get rid of welfare
altogether.
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Staff association with “those people on the wall” is a complex one. This statement
clearly expresses that their fates are related, though the relationship is not necessarily one of
solidarity. Welfare-to-work staff find themselves serving as both enforcers of and role
models for participation in the contingent labor market.

II. Welfare-to-work staff as enforcers and role models in the contingent labor force

Many welfare-to-work staff members come to see themselves as enforcers of a strict policy as
they carry out the task of moving their clients, welfare applicants and recipients, into the
workforce. Clients in Regal County are required to accept any offer of employmentmade to them
and they must complete weekly job search procedures and participate in workfare placements
until they reach 35 hours of employment-related activity a week. One staff member, in
examining her relationship to clients, explains, “I feel like a drill sergeant; I think they seeme that
way as well. I don’t think that they like me.” Another reflects on the conflict that arises as staff
enforce job searching and other welfare-to-work requirements that, when not complied with,
routinely result in the rejection of a family’s application or a sanction if their case is already open.

They get mad! They curse us out! They, you know, swear us out. They blame [us for]
the fact that they are going to get evicted or their children are hungry or their lights are
going to get shut off and all that information. We get blamed for all that.

Despite these unpleasant parts of their job, welfare-to-work staff members are in general
agreement that such resistance must be endured for the greater good. The comments of one
worker resonate with the general consensus that, “They should all be working like us.”
Another boldly pronounces, “They need to change. We are a thorn in the side of those who
won’t change.” Staff members generally concede that moving from welfare to work is a
challenging process, that it takes time, and that it is not easy for clients. It is also a gradual
process. A staff member explains how the process occurs:

[With] most clients, you’re asking them to step outside of the box, go beyond where they
are comfortable—and they are not used to work. We’re asking them to be responsible
for themselves, we’re asking them to be more than responsible, we’re asking them to
take the jump from point A, unemployed and on welfare, to point B, employed and on
welfare, to point C, employed and on reduced welfare assistance, to point D, employed
and off welfare, or self-sufficient.

In the process of asking clients to make such lifestyle transitions, many staff members come
to see themselves as role models for success. A common sentiment among them is that their
own situations serve as a reasonable approximation of what can be expected from clients. One
employee expresses this feeling:

I’ve never been on the system and, well, I’mmarried but I’m a single mother....I believe
that whatever you can work you should...just go out there and try to get a job.

Though this is the general sentiment, it is most pronounced in the cases of staff who
themselves struggled in the low-wage labor market before finding their present job. In fact, a
fairly large number of welfare-to-work staff members were formerly welfare clients who were
placed at the welfare-to-work office as part of a workfare assignment only to be hired as an
official part of the staff after proving themselves. One explains that this has informed her outlook.

I like my job; it’s not bad. I used to be one of them [welfare recipients], but now I’m
working here and something changed. I feel great about myself. I try to get them to see
that they can do it too.
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Welfare-to-work staff members share these personal narratives with clients, intending to
provide them with inspiration, and perhaps even a sample road map and a realistic example
of what type of work life they can attain. As with the following narrative that a staff
member shared with some welfare applicants, the vagaries of the low wage and increasingly
contingent and shifting labor market assume a central role.

Many of you have been here before, that’s fine, gotta go from job to job, there are lay-
offs, employers leave, but the bottom line [Hilda raises the tone of her voice for
emphasis] is to get you out of the system! It’s like quitting smoking; different things
work for different people, but since the system is now temporary, we are trying to get
you out of it....Do you know that 20% of all employed people do not like their jobs? ....
But you have to work hard to climb that rung to where you want to be....Often you
have to work for free first, but then you do a good job and you take your good work
and attendance record and the new skills with you and you use it to get another job...
[She speaks from her own experience] ....I walked to work while saving to buy a car,
and now I work two jobs! One here and one at the mall!

The systematic sharing of such scripts for labor market “success,” paired with the punitive
acts taken against clients who do not comply with the welfare-to-work regimen, establish staff
as enforcers of their clients’ participation in the low end of the contingent work force. They
also position this new form of contingent government welfare employee in a unique position
with regard to forging labor solidarity with their clients.

Though they are both technically contingent workers, institutional dynamics relating to
their workplace structure foster an adversarial relationship. Casework routinely involves a
host of surveillance activities that clients perceive to be invasive. As one caseworker
recounts, “[clients] say, but that’s none of your business, and I say, but it is my business, did
you read the application you signed?” In addition, caseworkers are charged with attempting to
modify client behavior through the use of rewards such as offers of support services as well as
punishments such as sanctions and denial of aid. One caseworker describes that; as a result,
interactions with clients “can be very confrontational, very stressful.” Another explains that
tension with clients is an inherent part of the job:

And God knows if you got this job....Because you want people to like you, yeah...’cause
they’re not going to.

Caseworker perspectives emphasize the role of the institution and the culpability of clients
while deemphasizing the caseworker’s own role in conflict. One explains:

They’re not usually mad at me. They’re just mad at what I have to tell them today, or...
the situation they put themselves in....I just happen to be the person [who they take it
out on] and I understand that.

This caseworker’s emphasis on the rules of the institution and the individual responsibility
of clients, and “the situation they put themselves in,” is reflective of the negative light in
which contingent welfare employees tend to view their clients. In comments such as the
following, caseworkers express their frustration with client behaviors and attitudes and place
much of the blame for the conflict they experience on clients themselves, rather than the
larger institutional picture:

We have so many people come through the doors where the perception is that they’re
not really trying.
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Another explains, “A lot of people [are] just going through the motions coming through,”
not really trying to find work.

While they see their own involvement in conflict with clients as part of what the job
demands, they frame client resistance to, and inability to comply with, the requirements they
enforce as due to individual or personal failings. One caseworker explains, “they don’t want
to be responsible and have to do things themselves.” Another asserts, “It’s a lot of laziness....
They’ve given up on themselves.” This placement of blame, while it may make staff feel
vindicated for the role they play, does not change the reality that, on the ground level, welfare
reform pits contingent workers against each other. This interpersonal hostility is evident in the
following dream shared by a caseworker:

I’ve been having this re-occurring dream or nightmare lately. I’m going to a ball game or
going to a play and somebody’s going to recognize me and be like, “Hey! You’re that
guy from welfare-to-work who wouldn’t accept my job search at 12:30!”.... And the
stands will empty and I’ll get a beating.

In this nightmare a new rendition of internal divisions within the working class is
portrayed. In this case, the lines are clearly drawn between contingent caseworkers and their
contingent clients.

Contingent welfare employees and barriers to solidarity

The nature of the labor experience for welfare-to-work contract employees holds similarities
with that engaged in by many of their clients in that they are both contingent. In many cases
neither are considered permanent employees and there are few or limited opportunities to
organize. Though there has been precedent for collaboration between unions representing
permanent welfare staff and advocates on behalf of welfare and workfare participants (Reese
and Newcombe 2003; Simmons 2002), these paradigms must be re-conceptualized to
overcome barriers to solidarity that are produced by the nuances of contingent government
work in the arena of welfare reform.

With regard to labor solidarity, contingent welfare staff members occupy an isolated middle
ground between permanent government workers and clients. This research notes a general lack of
solidarity with permanent government workers. Contingent welfare staff, though they work well
with permanent staff, do not aspire to permanent unionized employment. Rather, they associate
union membership with undesirable costs such as union dues and restrictive qualifications, such
as civil service exams, that would have excluded people like them from being hired in the first
place. Overall, their attitudes toward unions are ambivalent and at times divided. Furthermore,
they lack a sense of identity as “government workers” preferring to see themselves as task
oriented and innovative, characteristics they do not associate with bureaucracy.

There is a similar lack of identification with clients. Perhaps the most crucial obstacle to
solidarity with their contingently employed clients is that the majority of contract welfare-
to-work staff members do not consider themselves to be contingent workers at all.
Consequently distance exists where bonds of commonality could flourish. Further
distinguishing these groups is the fact that they are situated in different tiers of the contingent
labor market. Recent research by Barley and Kunda (2004) asserts that contingent work does
not necessarily equal low-skilled work but there are two tiers of contingent work such that
some high-end workers find contract work suited to their needs and preferences. These
workers are located in technical fields and serve as “independent contractors” or “temporary
professionals” that work under contract for employers as needed. The contingent labor
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constructed for welfare-to-work staff appears to be of this sort, and differs in marked ways
from the contingent labor that many clients will engage in as they enter menial and temp
positions that require less skill, pay low wages, are episodic in nature, have little chance for
advancement and offer few or no benefits.

In a sample of welfare recipients Heinrich (2005) found that 40.5% were working with
temporary help firms and more than two thirds were dissatisfied with their employment
benefits—only approximately 8% received medical insurance or vacation or holiday pay.
She also noted chronic job instability. Ridzi’s (2001) analysis of welfare client job outcomes
similarly found brief job tenure; 44% of county recipients who had found jobs later returned
to welfare and found at least one more job. Corresponding with this finding, Hays (2003)
reports a nearly steady 60/40 split between employed and unemployed former welfare
recipients between 1998 and 2002, suggesting that every time someone in the non-employed
category finds a job, someone in the working category loses one. Finally, as of 2002, despite
60% of former welfare recipients nationally attaining at least temporary jobs, half of these
were at wages insufficient to raise their families out of poverty (Hays 2003). Clearly, there is
a vast divergence of experience between welfare clients and their relatively stable and well-
remunerated contingent caseworkers.

A third barrier exists in the antagonistic relationship that welfare-to-work creates between
clients and staff. As Burton’s (1991) research reveals (and that of Brodkin 1997), solidarity
between welfare staff and clients can be undermined through workplace structure. In the case
of contract welfare-to-work employees, their lack of contact with the financial and other
hardships addressed by permanent caseworkers in the welfare office who conduct eligibility
determination can encourage overly narrow focus on employment-related activities at the risk
of alienating clients who, for external reasons find their work readiness preparation
encumbered (see Ridzi and London 2006). Hays (2003, p. 64) reports that, though welfare
caseworkers may “want clients to recognize them as [family like] mentors who can support
and guide them through hard times,” this image “not only conflicts with the bureaucratic
structure of welfare, it also bears little relation to the explicit goals of welfare reform.”
Workers at both the welfare and welfare-to-work offices engage in face-to-face interactions
that correspond with the rituals of degradation associated with welfare access as they attempt
to coax and convince clients to comply with required behaviors (Goldberg 2001).6 Hays
(2003) characterizes the work of welfare staff, by virtue of the reform’s rules, not as simply
providing services, but as employing a behaviorist model of rewards and punishments to
condition clients to desired behavior, thus further creating distance between caseworkers and
their clients. Staff members report feeling like “drill sergeants” and are frustrated when clients
blame them for enforcing policies, rather than blame the broader policy-making regime that
circumscribes their workplace and provides incentives and mechanisms that regulate staff
behavior. Caseworkers, however, are not entirely innocent. As in the work of Brodkin (1997),
bureaucratic coping mechanisms and ways of interacting with clients play an active role in
obscuring client rights and state accountability because caseworkers tend to stress
bureaucratic needs such as record keeping, budget pressures and performance measures over
the individual needs of clients.

6 In other workplace structures, such as Hays (2003, p. 89) investigates, caseworkers are permitted to become
much more involved in client lives than in the present case. This is one of the central issues in holistic versus
specialized case management structures (Brown 1997). Even in the specialized structure of the present case,
staff at times use their discretion in favor of clients they sympathize with, however this is the exception to
standard practice.
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Growing out of the distance that workplace structure produces between contingent staff
members and their clients, is a fourth barrier created by placing blame on internal rather than
external forces. Much like clients who blame staff for their behavior rather than the policy
structure, staff members tend to attribute the undesirable situation of their clients to individual
defects, rather than systemic causes. Since the 1996 reform has replaced many rigid rules and
lock step procedures with greater local discretion (Hays 2003), how caseworkers view clients
has become increasingly consequential. Blaming clients re-inscribes what Fraser (1989)
discusses as a therapeutic welfare state that psychologizes and individualizes causes for
poverty, thus discursively preventing collective claims based on structural position. In the
case of contingent government workers this tendency further obscures the economic
insecurity and dependence on government funding that forms the parameters of both groups’
experiences and which could be a source of joint advocacy.

Partly in response to antagonistic dynamics, and partly due to welfare reform rhetoric that has
stigmatized welfare recipients, contingent welfare staff tend to define themselves in opposition
to their clients, as the self-sufficient success stories and model citizens, in comparison to the
dependence on the system that characterizes their clients’ behavior.7 Walkowitz (1999), finding
similar dynamics in his study of social workers, asserts that relations between welfare staff
and clients can be, and typically are, attenuated by issues of class, as workers are drawn by the
rhetoric of the respectable middle class to disassociate themselves from lower-class social
“others” that depend on welfare assistance.

Ironically, being more similar in their contingent nature presents one final barrier of note to
solidarity in that welfare-to-work employees lack the organized labor component which has
joined forces with welfare advocates in other instances. One of the primary interests of
permanent welfare workers in their coalitions with welfare clients has been the protection of
union jobs from privatization. This basis for negotiation is disrupted in the present case by the
fact that it is the pro-privatization aspects of the welfare reform that have brought contingent
welfare-to-work employees into being in the first place. The presence of these barriers does not
mean that solidarity is not possible, simply that the strategies that have worked in the past must
be reconsidered and modified if they are to be successful in the case of contingent welfare
employees. A logic for solidarity exists in their similarly contingent labor market experience; it
is internal and external elements of working-class division that must be overcome.

Precedent and new paradigms for labor solidarity

In addition to logic for solidarity between welfare clients and the organized labor bodies that
represent welfare workers, there is precedent. Though the court system and legislative bodies
have yet to recognize workfare workers as workers with the same rights as all other workers,
including the right to organize, the American Federation of State, County and Municipal
Employees (AFSCME), which nationally represents thousands of welfare related employees,
has given serious consideration to organizing workfare workers. In some states AFSCME has
worked with welfare advocacy organizations (such as the Kensington Welfare Rights Union)
in efforts to combat poverty and also advance its own priorities including protecting permanent
welfare employees from threats of privatization and outsourcing (Simmons 2002). Similarly,
in the case of Working Massachusetts, a unified consortium of welfare rights activists and
organized labor (including the Service Employees International Union—SEIU, which
represents social service workers there) have collaboratively focused on such issues as

7 Korteweg (2003) similarly reports job club trainers in California viewing themselves as role models for
clients.
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training options for welfare recipients, childcare access, workfare workers’ rights, protection
of current workers and privatization (Simmons 2002). Additionally, the Association of
Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN) has organized welfare-to-work
participants and workfare workers in Milwaukee, Los Angeles, New Jersey, and New York
City in response to the 1996 welfare reform (Reese and Newcombe 2003). Broadly considered,
these efforts have been part of union revitalization efforts that have been fighting an uphill battle
to increase union membership and influence in a rapidly changing employment landscape.
Nationally, grassroots efforts such as the SEIU’s have also caused tension within the labor
movement because they contrast with traditional forms of labor organization and the AFL-
CIO’s emphasis on Washington DC lobbying. These clashes of philosophy and strategy, which
contributed to the SEIU’s split with the AFL-CIO in July of 2005, are further complicated by
competitive tensions between the organizational cultures that exist in unions and community-
based organizations (Tait 2005), as well as frictions that exist between social movements and
trade unions (Hanagan 2003). In this division there are also opportunities, as grassroots and
community-centered, rather than shop-floor-centered, poor workers’ unions have been a fertile
ground for cross employed-unemployed worker solidarity in recent decades (Tait 2005).

Though traction is evident between unionized welfare workers and their clients, it is
important to consider that, pursuant to the 1996 welfare reform, a growing number of welfare-
related staff are contingent and thus not a part of organized labor. This, however, does not
mean that recently successful paradigms for labor solidarity are not applicable. It simplymeans
that they must be constructed in the context of complications presented by the new caveats that
characterize contingent government work. Firstly, there is a need for an increase in contingent
worker consciousness among these government employees. Grassroots efforts to build such an
identity can begin with the heart of these workers’ perceived vulnerability: the expiration or
loss of contracts. Tapping into these worries that their work will no longer be in demand by the
welfare state, particularly if future legislation fails to renew welfare to work block grants,
provides a parallel to Tilly’s (1988) deconstruction of the concept of “skilled” labor. As Tilly
(1988, p. 453) demonstrated, skill is not comprised of “a hierarchy of objective individual
traits” but rather it is a social product that is derived from “relations between workers and
employers” that is bound to change over time “regardless of changes in the knowledge,
experience, and cleverness of individual workers or of the workforce as a whole.” Thus the
skills that set job trainers apart from their clients are vulnerable to redefinition as non-skills if
they are no longer in market demand. Recognizing the fluidity of skill is not beyond the
realm of the possible for staff members. Indeed, as recent research by Korteweg (2003)
shows, there is precedent in the context of TANF implementers who encourage their clients
to convert unpaid mothering care work to more skilled euphemisms such as household
management, budgeting, and transportation in order to fill resume gaps. Though such
exercises in the deconstruction of skill can potentially be used to disrupt official institutional
logics that divide workers, as Goldberg (2001) notes, there is a countervailing force in the
tendency of “skilled labor” to fight to preserve its privileged position in the labor market on
the basis of its skilled identity.

Re-conceptualizing skill in the labor force will not only supply a basis for understanding
the tentative nature of the skills division that presently separates contingent government
workers from their clients, it will also provide a foundation for understanding the role of the
macro- and socio-structural in the work lives of individuals, something that is severely
lacking in welfare reform ideology. It could perhaps even lead to a critical challenge to the
ways in which race and immigrant status have been used to garner public opinion against
welfare in the years preceding the reform, since the skill level of immigrants has figured
prominently in immigration debates.
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Matters of contingent worker consciousness are not the only challenges posed to labor
solidarity by the advent of contingent government workers; structural matters such as federal
anti-union policies and the configuration of government contracts must also be addressed.
Reese et al. (2005), for instance, found that non-profit employment service providers failed to
mobilize regarding welfare contracts because they feared it would jeopardize their chances of
receiving future contracts. Though the vulnerability produced by the need to continuously
compete for new grant monies is likely to persist as a barrier to organization, receipt of these
monies is based on performance-based criteria. If contingent government employees can build
on shared consciousness of their noted interdependencies (see Goldberg 2001) and work with
clients to re-define and achieve favorable case processing outcomes, they will collectively be
in a better position to defend their right to future contracts and continued program funding.

Conclusion

In the pages above I have examined not only the workplace contours constructed by the 1996
welfare reform for contingent government employees but also the role these workers play as
intermediaries between state welfare policy and poor families. Taken together, these aspects of
daily workplace structure and interaction enable insight into some of the difficulties faced by
these workers in attempts to organize for rights and benefits due workers with permanent
employee status and it provides for deeper analysis of the barriers that the 1996 welfare reform
has created for greater solidarity between welfare participants and advocates and welfare state
functionaries.

Indicative of a wider trend in government outsourcing and privatizing, block grant funded
welfare-to-work hires represent a governmental solution to tentative needs. These temporary
workers are hired to implement time-limited legislative welfare policy that has a pre-set
expiration date and are physically and institutionally segregated from permanent workers.
Distinctions exist not only in the length of anticipated employment, but also in provisions for
labor organization. While the 1997 New York State Welfare Reform Act makes allowances for
the collective bargaining of permanent employees, and even makes provisions to protect local
labor groups from having their members displaced by workfare participants (see NYS Welfare
Reform Act 1997, p.184, p.189), it makes no provisions for contract welfare-to-work
employees except for those on loan from the county welfare office.8 Thus welfare-to-work

8 In addition to acknowledging the collective bargaining rights of permanent employees, the 1997 legislation
provides for clients placed in employment related programs.
(S330, 5, p. 165) Recipients of public assistance or medical assistance who are required to participate in

community service or work experiences authorized pursuant to this title shall be included within the term
‘public employee’....
(S336-f, 4, b, p. 190) the recipient is deemed an employee for the purposes of the applicable collective

bargaining and labor laws and receives the same benefits and protections as an employee situated (working a
similar length of time and doing similar work) receives pursuant to the provisions of law, an applicable
collective bargaining agreement or otherwise as made available to the employees of the employer.
To furthermore avoid undercutting collective bargaining units, the legislation clarifies that welfare-to-work

clients placed in work experience assignments must not result in “the displacement of any currently
employed worker or loss of position (including partial displacement such as reduction in the hours of non-
overtime work, wages or employment benefits) or result in the impairment of existing contracts for services
of collective bargaining agreements (S336-c 2, k, p. 184).” Relatedly, clients cannot be placed at any site “at
which the regular employees are on a legal strike against the employer or are being subjected to lock out by
the employer (S336-c 2, f, p184)” and “((S336-g, 4, I, p. 190) no participant shall be hired if any other
employee of the employer is available for reinstatement, recall or re-employment following a leave of
absence, furlough, layoff or suspension from the same or any substantially equivalent job.”
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employees find themselves working under a contingent labor contract with limited
opportunity to engage in collective bargaining or to procure the protections and safeguards
that unionized workers are able to obtain by virtue of their negotiating power.

Though clearly contingent and vulnerable in ways that permanent welfare employees are
not, welfare-to-work contract staff benefit in ways that are similar to Barley and Kunda’s (2004)
discussion of high-end contingent workers. Relatively high pay and generous benefits serve
to make this contingent work attractive, even to permanent welfare employees who have left
their former positions to seek welfare-to-work positions. It also serves to distinguish welfare-
to-work staff from the clients they serve.

Distance exists between welfare-to-work staff and their clients on the basis of their
divergent positioning within the high and low ends of the contingent labor market,
respectively, as well as due to the paternalistic character of staff interaction with clients.
Positioned institutionally as both enforcers of strict work first policies and potential role
models for success in the contingent labor force, daily interactions range from heated
exchanges to benign condescension to the sharing of empathetic and emotional support. In
broad perspective, this is the front line work of encouraging and cajoling poor families to
seek out and embrace the highly contingent and exceedingly modestly compensated
vagaries of the low-wage global labor market (see Hays 2003).

Once brought into focus, the contours of contract welfare-to-work employment and its
ambivalent relationship to clients make it clear that new paradigms must be constructed for
the formation of labor solidarity. As recent scholarship (Krinsky 1999) suggests, moving
beyond daily work experience as a foundation for solidarity may find a replacement in the
increasing salience of worker positioning with relation to global patterns of contingent work
and the international division of labor. While organizers in some instances may be able to
rely upon the resources of welfare staff unions and resistance to privatization that have
worked in the past, it appears these will not be successful under the conditions observed in
this case study unless modified to accommodate the dynamics that surround contingent
government work in the field of welfare service provision.
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Abstract Unemployed Americans overwhelmingly describe their predicament as an
individual and private challenge, and not as a public issue with structural causes and
political solutions. This case study utilizes participant observation and in-depth interviews
at a support organization for unemployed white-collar workers to explore the concrete
dynamics that render the structural and political dimensions of unemployment beyond
discussion. Whereas the existing literature focuses on the role of ideology in shaping
subjective understandings of unemployment, my ethnographic data indicate that the lived
experience of job searching is critical to understanding why individualist ideologies
resonate with unemployed job seekers. Engagement in the process of job searching is
analyzed as a type of work that generates an absorbing “work–game.” Playing this game
depoliticizes unemployment by channeling the players’ practical energies towards strategic
decision-making and individual level maneuvers and away from larger structural contexts.
The depoliticizing effects of the game endure even after job seekers cease to play. For job
seekers who encounter obstacles to finding employment in the labor market and become
discouraged, the process of playing the game generates the experience of being a loser, and
thus reinforces individualized understandings of unemployment.

Keywords Unemployment . Job searching .Work–games . Emotional labor .

New economy . Individualism . Self-help

Introduction

College educated white-collar workers, once considered in the safe “core” of advanced
economies, have increasingly become subject to the vagaries of contingent and insecure
employment relations (Osterman 1999; Mishel et al. 2006). Over the past twenty-five years
the proportion of job seekers who remain unemployed for longer than six months has more
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than doubled, and contrary to what may be expected, the workers most likely to remain
unemployed for such lengthy periods are those with a college education (Stettner and
Wenger 2003; Mishel et al. 2006). The psychological and health tolls that unemployment
exacts on job seekers are well documented (Dooley et al. 1996; Marmot 2004; Benzeval
and Stansfeld 2005; Broman et al. 2001; Cottle 2001).

Since at least the Great Depression researchers have puzzled over the fact that American
job seekers overwhelmingly describe unemployment as an individual and private challenge,
and not as a public issue with structural causes and political solutions (Bakke 1933;
Schlozman and Verba 1979; Newman 1999; Uchitelle 2006). The tendency to depoliticize
unemployment, and often to blame oneself for not finding a job, remains strong even when
the unemployed are highly educated professionals (Newman 1999).1 Since depoliticization
cuts across class, it cannot be explained by job seekers’ lack of social or cultural resources.
Likewise, it is not the product of the isolation of the unemployed, since it persists even
when job seekers gather with others who are experiencing similar hardships (Newman
1999). Drawing on participant observation and in-depth interviews at a state-sponsored
support organization for unemployed white-collar workers, this paper argues that, to an
important extent, the dominance of individualist discourses among the unemployed arises
from the lived experience of job searching.

The existing literature largely explains unemployed Americans’ understandings of their
situation by focusing on the role of ideology. For example, Schlozman and Verba (1979, p. 25)
argue that the answer to the “riddle of the quiescent unemployed” can be found in their
belief in the American Dream. Although the experience of job loss involves significant
personal hardships, typically arising from layoffs over which individuals have no control,
unemployed workers continue to have faith in the idea that individual hard work is the key
to career success. Schlozman and Verba claim that the job loss experience does not
undermine belief in the American Dream or lead the unemployed to take up unemployment
as a public issue because a disjuncture exists between experience and ideology. “Beliefs
about social reality – about either opportunities for advancement or the class structure –
seem relatively impermeable to the effects of personal experience” (Schlozman and Verba
1979, p. 156). Ideology trumps lived experience.2

More recent research explores a parallel phenomenon among welfare reliant women in
welfare-to-work programs. As with the unemployed, Korteweg (2003) finds that an
individualistic discourse dominates welfare reliant women’s subjectivities. Despite these
women’s negative lived experiences with the limited opportunities provided by low-wage
jobs, they do not resist the program trainers’ framing of work as a sure path to inde-
pendence. To explain the absence of resistance, Korteweg draws on Althusser’s theory of
interpellation. Welfare reliant women acquiesce when “hailed” as future workers bound to
succeed in becoming independent through work because this definition of their situation fits
the “dominant ideology of independence that [has] already shaped welfare reliant women’s
sense of self” (Korteweg 2003, p. 473). Korteweg makes an important contribution by
demonstrating how individualist ideologies are not mere abstractions but are embedded in
concrete institutions. Yet, her analysis of the relationship between lived experience and

1 By “depoliticization” I mean the understanding and articulation of an issue as private, as opposed to public,
and therefore not amenable to collective political solutions. Politicization is a necessary but not sufficient
precondition to any political mobilization or collective action.
2 In a study of unemployed managers, Newman (1999) likewise attributes the managers’ individualist
understandings and self blame to a powerful ideology of meritocracy.
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ideology is in fundamental agreement with Schlozman and Verba. In both cases ideology
prevails over divergent lived experiences in shaping subjective understandings.3

This case study suggests an alternative approach. By contrast to the view that the lived
experience of unemployment must be overcome or compartmentalized in order to maintain
individualistic ideologies with which it is in tension, my ethnographic data indicate that the
experience of unemployed job seekers actually resonates with and helps reproduce such
ideologies. To see the effect of this lived experience, I argue that it is important to focus on
the most salient day-to-day experience of unemployed job seekers, which is the dynamic
process of job searching.4

This paper conceptualizes job searching as a particular type of work. This novel ap-
proach highlights the fact that, contrary to the stereotype of unemployment as a period of
idle passivity, attempting to sell one’s labor in the employment market requires arduous
unpaid labor. It involves both concrete tasks, such as creating resumes and networking, and
the “emotional labor” (Hochschild 1983; Leidner 1993) of generating the requisite attitudes
demanded by prospective employers (Ehrenreich 2005). This approach also matches the
model presented in the dominant self-help discourse about unemployment, which constructs
the unemployed as workers with the job of job searching.

At an analytical level, treating job searching as a type of work enables the deployment of
the labor process theory of “work–games” (Burawoy 1979; Sallaz 2002; Sharone 2004) to
job searching, thereby yielding a new explanation of the depoliticization of unemployment.
As this paper argues, engagement in the work of job searching, as structured by self-help
discourses and practices, temporarily absorbs unemployed job seekers in a highly profes-
sionalized work–game. Playing the game depolitizes unemployment by channeling the
players’ practical energies towards strategic decision-making and individual level
maneuvers and away from larger structural contexts. The depoliticizing effects of the game
endure even after job seekers cease to play. For job seekers who encounter obstacles to
finding employment in the labor market and become discouraged, the process of playing
the game generates the experience of being a loser, and thus further reinforces indi-
vidualized understandings of unemployment.

JobPros: Turning job searching into a professionalized job

To examine the process of job searching I spent a year conducting participant observation
research at a state-sponsored support organization (which I will call “JobPros” or “JP”)
designed to help self-defined “professionals” in a large metropolitan area on the West Coast
of the United States. I also conducted sixty-five in-depth interviews with JP members.5

3 In a study of a workfare program, Deborah Little (1999) finds elements of resistance. Little claims that
welfare reliant women deflect the blaming implications of individualist discourses to their own situation, by
framing “others,” such as men who use public assistance to buy drugs, as the “real” lazy dependents.
However, this resistance does not ultimately question the dominant ideology but only its application to
particular cases.
4 With some notable exceptions (Smith 2001; Newman 1999), studies of the unemployed tend to focus on
the experience of job loss and the negation of the former worker status, and either ignore the experience of
job searching or conflate it with job loss (e.g. Schlozman and Verba 1979; Cottle 2001; Uchitelle 2006). My
ethnography suggests that after a brief initial period, the salience of the past job loss recedes and the ongoing
process of job searching largely generates the present lived experience.
5 I entered JP in a dual capacity. I was open about my research agenda but I also asked to participate in the
program as a job seeker. As such I went through the trainings, attended all meetings, and became a member
of a “Success Team.”
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Given JP’s focus on helping “professionals,” job seekers who join JP tend to have higher
than average levels of education and wages in their past jobs.6 JP members’ occupations
span a broad range of white-collar jobs from administrative assistants to executives, and
include a sizeable number of engineers and mid-level managers.7 Slightly more than half of
JP members are male, the majority are white, and most are in their forties or fifties.8

JP inducts all new members with a weeklong series of intensive workshops, which cover
all facets of job searching. Each week’s graduating cohort, consisting on average of eight
new members, forms a “Success Team” which begins to meet on a regular basis to provide
ongoing support. JP also holds weekly general meetings for all members which feature a
lecture–discussion led by rotating “expert” speakers who elaborate on some aspect of the
initial workshops.9 There is no limit to how long a person can remain a member of JP, but
every member is required to volunteer 4 h a week to contribute to the ongoing functioning
of the organization.10

JP’s discourse reflects the dominant paradigm of support found in best-selling American
self-help books and other support organizations geared to the unemployed. This self-help
paradigm contains three interrelated elements. First, it attempts to professionalize all
traditional job search activities, such as the writing of resumes and networking. The
operative premise is that finding a job requires the acquisition of a specific set of job
searching skills that can be learned from experts. Job seekers are encouraged to approach
their search as their new job and to bring to it the same professional demeanor, discipline,
and work ethic typically accorded to paid work. Second, the paradigm emphasizes that job
seekers must exude a positive and optimistic attitude throughout the job search process.
Finally, it asserts that succeeding in the job of job searching is fully within the control of the
individual job seeker. Finding a job wholly depends on the skillful execution of the job
search work and the removal of any internal obstacles to enthusiasm and confidence.
External obstacles outside the control of the job seekers are either ignored or framed as
surmountable given the right strategy.11

6 Based on a survey of JP members conducted at the midpoint of my year of participant observation, 17% of
JP members do not have a college degree, while 34% have a college degree, and 47% have some kind of
graduate or professional degree. Salaries at the most recent job broke down as follows: (1) 10% earned less
than $35 k/year, (2) 30% earned between $35 k–$50 k/year, (3) 30% earned $50k–$75 k/year, (4) 16%
earned $75 k–$100 k/year, and (5) 14% earned more than $100 k/year.
7 JP members’ positions at their most recent jobs fell into these broad catergories: 19% were executives or
senior level managers, 20% were senior level engineers or technical workers, and 42% were mid-level or
junior managerial or technical workers. Twenty percent of JP members did not fit any of these categories.
8 JP members identified themselves as 72% white, 15% African-American, 10% Asian-American, and 3%
fell into other categories. JP members’ ages broke down as follows: 3% were 20–30, 13% were 31–40, 40%
were 41–50, 35% were 51–60, and 9% were over 61.
9 JP receives enough funding from the state to support one employee. Since it has no funding to pay
speakers, the “experts” are mostly private coaches who come to JP hoping to find clients. The initial week of
training is performed by JP members who volunteer for this position. Volunteer trainers are given a specific
curriculum with discretion to use personal stories to illustrate the points made in the trainings.
10 To fulfill this obligation I volunteered to fill the position of “peer-to-peer coach.” This role involved
meeting with job seekers individually to discuss their job search and brainstorm about strategies.
11 The dominance of this self-help paradigm can be seen in the remarkable consistency of its application
across varied contexts. For example, the essential elements the self-help discourse for professionals at JP
mirrors the discourse for welfare recipients at welfare-to-work trainings (Korteweg 2003). In both cases the
focus is on learning job searching skills, maintaining a positive attitude and ignoring structural constraints.
As Lafer (2002, p. 213) notes, programs for both welfare recipients and skilled workers “have moved toward
a focus on worker’s attitudes.”
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Constructing the unemployed as professional workers

From the moment unemployed job seekers arrive at JP for their initial orientation they are
strongly encouraged to view job searching as their new job and JP as their new workplace.
While JP is located inside a state agency building, its space is set apart and has the feel of a
mock corporation with cubicles and meeting rooms. When at JP, members are required to
dress in a “professional manner” and behave as if in any other workplace.

The first step in constructing job searching as a job is to expunge leisure activities from
the workday. As one expert speaker put it: “View your search as a full time job, not a part
time job.” JP members police each other on this matter. At one general meeting Sara, a
former software trainer in her late forties and the volunteer President of JP at the time,
addressed the other members:

Sara: I hope people are not forgetting to do things they really enjoy on different hours
from their work hours. I like to go dancing. Have other people figured out ways to do
things they love without it taking away from job searching?
Jennifer: (thirty-three-year-old former technical writer): I rollerblade.
Sara: Great. Do you do that on your on weekends?
Jennifer: Sometimes during the week, for an hour.
Rob: (thirty-five-year-old former insurance adjustor): I play softball in the evenings.
Great for networking.

As this exchange illustrates, spending weekday time on leisure activities demands
explanation. It is legitimate only if akin to a brief lunch break.

The job of job searching is likened to marketing and sales, and members are encouraged
to look at themselves “as a product that I am selling” or as the “CEO of your own company
that is in the business of selling yourself.” Marketing involves such tasks as constructing
resumes, sometimes referred to as the “product specs,” and aggressive networking using
“personal commercials.”

As an essential part of the job, writing resumes is not a one-time task but a continuous
process of editing and revising. One expert speaker emphasized: “It took me a month to
write my resume, and I do this for a living! People write their resumes too casually. You
need to craft it, sculpt it.” Except for a virtual unanimity on the need to quantify past
achievements, expert advice on the contents and aesthetics of the ideal resume varies
widely and is often contradictory. This in turn provides fodder for long sessions with
Success Team colleagues. Making strategic self-marketing decisions, such as determining
the style and substance of a resume best suited for a given employer, absorbs the majority
of job seekers’ time and energy. Because job seekers are encouraged to create a unique
resume for each position to which they apply, the task of revising is never finished.
Moreover, rejections from potential employers are often interpreted as reflecting a weakness
with the resume, and the conflicting expert views about ideal styles always provide a new
approach to try.

JP exhorts job seekers to “network, network, network.” The verb “to network” involves
much more than seeking job leads from one’s preexisting strong and weak ties. It entails the
constant pursuit and cultivation of new connections. “You need to keep growing your
network and keeping it fresh and alive.” Various strategies are offered by the experts, from
attending professional association meetings to “carefully choosing lines at the supermarket
behind someone you want to talk to and saying, ‘Hey, I always thought of buying that.’”

Effective networking requires honing “personal commercials” or “elevator speeches”
that are short enough to be conveyed in the course of an elevator ride. Their purpose is to
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facilitate networking by allowing job seekers to present their unique skills in a condensed
format. During the initial week of training new members spend hours practicing these
speeches on each other using the suggested format of both starting and ending with their
name. For example, a member of my Success Team created this elevator speech: “I am Ernie
Maddox, and I take technology from concept to product management...If you need someone
who actually has a track record of executing on time, I am the person you need to be talking
to. I am Ernie Maddox.” The ideal elevator speech is concise and smooth but not too smooth
because “if you sound like a professional job seeker then it looks like you’ve been looking
for a job too long.” As with resumes, elevator speeches require endless customizing for
specific target audiences.

Numerous other elements of job searching receive attention in JP’s trainings and expert
talks, such as writing cover letters and thank you notes, researching companies,
appropriately dressing for interviews, and responding to different interview questions. Yet
attitudinal issues receive the most attention.

Having a positive attitude is an absolute requirement. Whether networking or inter-
viewing, job seekers are taught to always project confidence, enthusiasm and optimism.
Experts unanimously opine that employers only hire people with no trace of anger,
depression or other negative emotions. Job seekers are thus explicitly advised not to “go
into detail about why you are transitioning” but to “focus on going forward.” Likewise,
since the likelihood of obtaining a job referral from anyone is assumed to diminish if the
job seeker appears depressed or angry, job seekers are advised to exude positiveness to all
social contacts, including their JP colleagues who are constructed as potential networking
partners. To help job seekers maintain a positive attitude, experts offer a variety of
suggestions such as hanging out exclusively with people “who keep you positive” or
refraining from reading the news (“news fasts”).

Exhibiting a positive attitude requires the strict avoidance of the word “unemployment”
and the use of phrases like being “in transition” or “in between gigs.” One speaker
proclaimed: “You are not unemployed; you are free agents.” Experts also highlight the
purportedly “positive elements” of the job seekers’ current situation. One speaker began her
talk with: “I love being here. I love the excitement about changes.” Posters around JP
further reinforce the message. For example, one poster, captioned “Opportunity,” shows a
sunrise and a boat sailing to new horizons.

JP members enforce the positive attitude mandate on each other. For example, in one
brainstorming meeting, Randy, a fifty-five-year-old former management consultant made
the mistake of referring to himself as “old” in describing his situation. A fellow JP member
corrected him: “Don’t say ‘old’, say ‘experienced.’” Randy, looking confused and
defensive, replied: “Well, I can say it here!” But, another member retorted: “No, you can’t
say it here. It’s a bad habit.” Randy rephrased his situation.

Dan, the volunteer President of JP during the first three months of my fieldwork and a
former high-tech manager in his late forties, exemplified the suppression of “negatives” by
never discussing his disability. Despite wearing a cast on his right arm for months, Dan
never brought up the obstacle this posed in his job search. In a private interview he
volunteered that the injury “changed everything” because at job interviews “you can tell by
the way people look, where their eye is focused, [that] the interview process will not go any
further.” Yet in public meetings Dan would only say positive things like “this period
provides a great opportunity to learn about yourself.” Only in his final meeting as President
did he indirectly share his situation. When making his usual request to “please turn off cell
phones,” he added: “They piss me off because I was rear-ended by a guy talking on one,
and it hurt my job and career...” In my field notes I wrote, “the unspeakable cast is finally
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acknowledged, though in a roundabout way.” It is a symbol of all the other negatives that
are stricken from discussion.

The ban on sharing negative experiences extends to Success Team meetings. Consisting
of six to eight members, these teams would appear to provide a safe setting for the sharing
of hardships. However, the structuring of meetings as work sessions precludes members
from introducing “non-professional” issues. The following dialogue from a brainstorming
session during the formation of a new Success Team illustrates the emphasis on keeping
these meetings professional:

Brenda: (forty-two-year-old former manager): I don’t have time for a tea party; I want
to be in a group that is about talking about resumes and interviewing.
Mary: (fifty-one-year-old former graphic designer): Maybe we can start meetings with
a “check-in?”
Brenda: Can it be ten seconds? Some check-ins turn into therapy sessions, and we
don’t want to do that.

The group decided to make their team meetings 2 h long and carefully constructed a
meeting agenda complete with a preset amount of time for each item. When one member
suggested adding to the agenda the sharing of success stories the group looked for where
they could “shave off” 5 min from another agenda item. The strict adherence to the 2-h time
block conveyed the implicit message that job seekers are busy professionals with important
work to do and can only afford a limited amount of time for meetings.

Underlying the focus on strategies and the relentless maintenance of a positive and
professional attitude is the premise that job seekers are wholly in control of their career
destinies and that getting a job is a matter of technical and attitudinal job search skills.
Labor market obstacles, such as the fact that for certain jobs the supply of qualified workers
far exceeds the demand, are typically ignored. In fact, JP members are often encouraged to
disregard labor market conditions and follow their passions with the repeated refrain of:
“Go for your dream job.” As one expert speaker put it:

People always tell me why they can’t follow their passion. They come up with list of
reasons of why it’s not possible to do what you love. But this is available in unlimited
capacity for everyone here today. When you have passion everyone wants to hire
you... Most [of my coaching] clients make more money than ever once they do what
they love. Maslow’s hierarchy is upside down. Start with self-actualization and other
things will fall into place.

While the claim of complete individual control may sound hopelessly Pollyannaish to an
outside observer, its credibility is greatly enhanced by the ritual telling of “success stories.”
Weekly general meetings begin with any members who found jobs during the past week
coming up to the front of the room and describing their winning strategies. Following an
unwritten rule, they find some way to explain how JP was instrumental in their success.
With a group of forty to sixty members, as a matter of probability it is not surprising that
during most weeks at least one member will have found a job. Yet, these live testimonials
become living proofs that the self-help paradigm “works.”

Only one time during my year at JP did a success story become a moment of confession
about a taboo negative experience. Paul, a high-tech worker in his early forties, stood in
front of the group and shared as follows: “I found a job as a technical assistant. I’ve been
out of work for year and half. It’s been really hard. Suicidal hard. JobPros was really
helpful.” The room became uneasily silent for a few seconds. In my field notes I wrote:
“This is a rare moment when the hardship of this period is openly acknowledged. The
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words ‘suicidal hard’ shook this room.” The tension raised by this exceptional moment
seemed to prove the rule that the unspoken difficulties of unemployment do not intrude on
the public face of professionalized job searching.

The spotlight focus on success stories, and the de facto taboo on other types of stories
created a casino-like effect. Casino acoustics are designed to amplify the sound of coins
dropping in such a way that even if only one in a hundred players is winning, the soundscape
suggests that “winning” is happening all the time. Success stories amplify singular positive
outcomes and exaggerate the effectiveness of the self-help paradigm. While my data
suggests that job seekers might slightly improve their chances of obtaining a job interview
by joining JP, it is manifestly not the case, as the self-help paradigm claims, that their ability
to get a job is wholly or even mostly a matter of job searching skills and a positive attitude.12

The lived experience of job searching: From boost to bust

Self-help discourses and job searching practices combine to produce the lived experience of
JP members. My data suggest that in most cases this experience consists of two distinct
phases: an initial phase involving an energetic and intense engagement in the work of job
searching, and a second phase characterized by dejection and self-blame. Newly inducted
JP members typically experience a boost during their initial period at JP. The learning and
honing of professionalized job searching techniques, and the hearing of success stories
attributed to the application thereof, generate optimism and excitement. Job seekers are
eager to “take control” of their economic destinies by mastering job search skills and
adopting the necessary positive attitude. James, a thirty-eight-year-old engineer, describes
his initial experience with JP as a “burst of energy.”13

JP members do embrace their search as a serious job. They often get up early to find new
help wanted ads, and spend their days crafting resumes and letters, networking, and
meeting with their Success Team colleagues to devise strategies. Samantha, a forty-three-
year-old former public health researcher, gets up each day at around 7:30 A.M. “I get right to
work checking a series of job board websites which are bookmarked as favorites.” She
spends the next six-and-a-half-hours preparing responses to new ads, following up on prior
applications, writing thank you notes and networking. John, a fifty-two-year-old former
marketing executive, is even more rigorous. Each Friday he makes a schedule for how to
spend each hour from nine to five in the following week, including an hour break for lunch.
He places networking at the center of his strategy. By joining the “Toastmasters Club,” he
has an opening to go to businesses to distribute information about Toastmasters’ meetings.

12 The average number of interviews members obtained after joining JP increased by an average of 0.17 per
month. This represents an average increase of less than one additional interview per five months and is
therefore so slight as to be nearly negligible. I note that comparing job seekers’ performance before and after
joining JP is more reliable than comparing JP members to other white-collar workers who are not in JP
because it avoids the issue of self-selection. It could be argued that JP members form a subset of white-collar
job seekers who are more motivated to find a new job and therefore voluntarily take the initiative to join JP.
Alternatively, it may be that JP members consist of job seekers who have a harder time in the labor market
and therefore feel the need to join JP.
13 My data on the initially galvanizing effect of the self-help paradigm is at odds with views that see self-help
as meaningless. Lafer (2002, p. 205) describes self-help classes as “hokey motivation seminars” that are
“content-less.” It is true that they do not impart content in the sense of traditional job skills, but as I argue in
this paper, at least in the context of white-collar unemployment, these trainings are taken seriously by
participants and powerfully frame the experience of job searching.
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Once inside, “I try to make contacts, build relations with receptionists, and ask for names of
executives.” For some, collecting contacts becomes a kind of sport. Dan, the former high-
tech manager and volunteer President of JP, attends conferences and events put on by high-
tech companies. He points to a flash disk that he wears around his neck and proclaims: “I
have five thousand contacts right here!”

Despite disciplined hard work, the majority of job seekers at JP do not find jobs quickly.
Like other job seekers, the typical experience of job searching in a tight labor market
remains a series of rejections, often ending with downward mobility (Polsky 1999; Ruhm
1991). The most common response to a carefully crafted resume and cover letter is silence.
Employers typically do not bother to send a rejection letter. Many job seekers told me of
initially expecting their “phone to ring off the hook,” and then feeling sorely disappointed. For
Bill, a forty-seven-year-old former financial analyst, “the invisibility is the hardest part. I hit
the enter key and send a resume, and then it just disappears, like a tree falling in the forest.”
For those not fortunate enough to find jobs quickly, the experience of rejection gradually
undermines their optimism and confidence and renders the performance of all aspects of job
searching more difficult. This is the start of the second phase of the lived experience of job
searching. At this point, most JP members report great difficulties with actually engaging in
networking. Samantha thinks she “could be more aggressive but I have insecurity about
presenting myself.” Dwight, a fifty-year-old former management consultant, reports “chew
[ing] the fat with CFOs during [their] kids’ soccer games,” but being unable to “have the
conversation about my situation.” JP members also get weary of revising their resumes. Sara,
the former software trainer in her late forties, told me that “one of the hardest things is
modifying my resume yet again...The idea of changing this makes me throw up.” They also
grow more insecure about their resumes. David reports: “I used to like my resume but now I
hate it because everyone looked it and said ‘quantify achievements, do this, do that’.” He
shows me five versions of his resume and continues: “In my field of technical maintenance,
it’s not like you increase sales by fifty percent; it’s more like each day you do your work.”

The length of time it takes job seekers to go from the initial phase of energized engage-
ment to the second phase of dejection and withdrawal varies. For some at JP it is six weeks;
for others, three months. Yet the general pattern of boost to bust holds across variations in
gender, age, race, ethnicity and prior white-collar occupation.14

Work–games and the absence of resistance

Although the lived experience of job searching typically proceeds through two distinct
phases, during neither phase do JP members resist the ideological claim that finding a job is
within their control. Explaining this absence of resistance requires examining the distinct
dynamics of the lived experience associated with each of these phases.

In the first phase of job searching, when job seekers are energetic and optimistic, they
typically embrace the self-help perspective with enthusiasm. The message of personal
control is inspiring, but even more importantly, it resonates with their present lived
experience of strategizing and making choices. This lived experience is generated by the
intense work of job searching, which becomes an absorbing “work–game.” The game
metaphor is applicable to work processes that focus the worker–players’ entire attention on
strategies and maneuvers to “win.” This kind of absorption usually requires that the work

14 This is not to say that gender and other demographic differences play no role in the unemployment and job
searching experience. The prevalence of discrimination on the basis of sex, age, race and ethnicity are well
documented and are presumably an important part of the structural obstacles that different job seekers encounter.
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provide room for discretion to make moves that significantly affect the chances of obtaining a
desired outcome, and that there be genuine uncertainty over achieving this outcome (Burawoy
1979). The focus on strategies draws attention away from the larger context of rules and
constraints that structure the game. An absorbed chess player contemplating how to move
her pawn does not simultaneously question the rules governing the pawn’s mobility.

The discourses and practices of the self-help paradigm combine to generate just such an
absorbing experience. The elaborate, nuanced, and sometimes competing expert advice
places strategic activity and individual maneuvers at the center of job searching. Making
tactical self-marketing decisions becomes the primary locus for the investment of energy. Job
seekers become consumed by crafting and customizing resumes and cover letters, and Success
Team meetings are typically spent brainstorming for the best strategy for a given potential
employer. Engagement in these practices produces the subjective experience that how one job
searches is the primary determinant of the outcome. By focusing attention on strategic
decisions and away from the larger context of labor markets and structural constraints, the
practical lived experience of playing the game engenders a sense of total individual control.

So long as the game continues to be absorbing, there is no questioning of its basic
assumptions. But even after the game loses its absorbing grip and job seekers enter the
second phase of their job search experience, the acquiescence to the self-help ideology
endures, at least in public. To keep players engaged, a game must maintain suspense. Job
seekers must continue to believe that each time they apply for a job they stand a real chance
of “winning.” However, at some point, after a series of losses, job seekers start to doubt this
possibility, and it becomes increasingly difficult for them to muster the same level of energy
and enthusiasm. Yet, even then, they refrain from sharing their hardships with fellow JP
members. The same job seekers who at this phase disclose feelings of despair in private
interviews maintain a positive and professional demeanor at meetings with JP colleagues
and do not challenge the one-sided “success stories” which continue to monopolize the
public appraisal of the self-help paradigm.

If the absence of resistance in the first phase of job searching is attributable to job seekers’
absorption in the work–game, explaining the absence of resistance during the second phase
requires attention to other consequences and dynamics of work–games. Most importantly, as
a result of having been previously absorbed in playing the game of job searching, the
outcome of not finding a job is experienced as a personal loss. This is the double-edged sword
of self-help “empowerment.” The inspiring belief in individual control over winning entails
an unmitigated sense of individual fault over losing. Games construct winners and losers.

As weeks of silent rejections from employers turn into months, job seekers increasingly
blame themselves for their failure to find work. As Sara, the former software trainer,
described it: “The hardest thing is to not feel that there is something wrong with me that I
am not finding a job.” Or as Barbara, a former manager of a retirement home, simply put it,
“I feel like a loser.” When asked, job seekers acknowledge the role of external labor market
constraints such as over-qualification, age discrimination or outsourcing, but they put their
perceived personal shortcomings and other inner obstacles at the forefront. For example,
one of the most commonly reported obstacles to finding a job was the lack of self-
confidence. Raymond is a high-tech engineer in his early sixties. Despite the well-known
premium placed on youth in the high-tech field, he does not discuss age as an obstacle, but
only his own attitude. “It’s not what others think externally, it’s what I think, and I don’t
have the confidence to pursue work as aggressively as I need to.” James, the former
engineer in his late thirties, talks about “not embracing the opportunity, like in literature I
read...I have not done enough. Why am I not doing more? Because of a sense of failure and
rejection.” These job seekers are reporting genuine subjective experiences. But their
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formulations ignore the role of structural obstacles, like tough labor market conditions, in
generating the loss of confidence. Instead, they view these feelings as resulting from
personal shortcomings, a flawed character or simply a failure to successfully execute the
technical and emotional work of job searching. This self-blame flows directly from the
lived experience of having played the job-search game. The initially galvanizing experience
of being in control and of being able to “construct your own reality” boomerangs on the job
seeker who is left with no one to blame but him or herself. James explains:

The message is that if you execute the process properly you can do anything you want to
do. There is something very empowering in that message...If I can follow the processes
of getting the information, the right cover letter, hone the elevator speech, I could get the
job effectively...But the high expectations can make people feel like there is something
wrong with them. Speakers say anyone can do it, and when you feel I can’t do it, then
what’s wrong with me? There is a boomerang effect. You feel you have failed yet again.

James dropped out of JP after five months of unsuccessful job searching.
The feelings of being a loser are not publicly discussed at JP. During private interviews JP

members share the “backstage” realities of dejection and self-blame, but these are not aired in
public meetings. One reason is that those members who come to feel like “losers” often drop
out of the program. But even those who stay remain quiet. The mock corporate environment,
the requirement of professional comportment, and the positive attitude mandate all keep a
tight lid on the personal crises experienced by members. Even the more intimate Success
Team meetings do not provide a forum for open sharing of difficult experiences. As
previously discussed, these meetings are organized as corporate-styled work sessions
focused on the professional execution of the job search. Bill, the financial analyst, reports
that he would start to “shade things when talking with my Success Team because I did not
want to disappoint [the other members] by saying I have not done a great thing” in the past
week. Similarly, Barbara, the former retirement home manager in her mid fifties who
confided in a private interview that she “feels like a loser,” explains: “I don’t want to talk
about that with my Success Team. I am older, and I don’t want to look like a failure.” In sum,
the job search work–game diminishes resistance to the individualistic ideology of the self-
help paradigm in different ways. In the boost phase of job searching, it does so by absorbing
the focus of players on individual strategies and maneuvers. In the bust phase, it does so by
making job seekers feel like losers of the game and generating self-blame.

Some job seekers manage to avoid self-blame. Having encountered obstacles, they come
privately to question the self-help assumption of complete individual control. Nevertheless,
skeptical questions are rarely raised in public. This is partly due to expert speakers’
preemptive claims that focusing on external obstacles betrays a “negative attitude.” For
example, one expert speaker emphasizes: “The main barrier is yourself, not the government,
not the market, it’s YOU...There is nothing wrong with you; it’s just how you program
yourself to think about yourself. Limiting beliefs like ‘I am too old, my hair is falling out, I
am an immigrant,’ diminish the power of your message.”

Furthermore, expressions of doubt by JP members about the self-help paradigm’s
perspective can be taken as evidence of internal obstacles. Experts turn the attention on the
job seeker and their need to “take control” and not “play the victim.” As another speaker
explains:

When I went through a layoff, I went on the Internet and casually looked for work.
My wife kept asking, ‘what did you do all day?’ I told her, ‘Get off my back. It’s a
tough economic time, and I am a victim here.’ But later I would feel like loser, and I
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realized what I was doing was wrong. I was telling myself I am a commodity in a
market with an oversupply, but then I realized I need to take control of the situation.

“Taking control” is a common refrain in the self-help paradigm. It translates to focusing
on job searching skills and eliminating internal blocks, and willfully disregarding structural
obstacles. Job seekers are assured that “we construct our own reality. It’s up to us to create
our reality. It’s a mental construct.”

The experts’ dismissal of external barriers is powerfully reinforced by JP members who
are presently absorbed in the first phase of the job search work–game. The story of
Samantha’s challenge to the self-help ideology illustrates the potential humiliation resistors
face. I interviewed Samantha on three different occasions. In my first interview, a month
after she joined JP and three months after having lost her job as a public health researcher,
she was not too worried about finding another. She reported feeling positive and “inspired”
to pursue new opportunities. Six months after joining JP, however, her emotional state had
taken a turn. She had recently had three job interviews and was determined to get one of
them but “it didn’t happen.” With tears in her eyes, she said: “I feel like no one wants me. I
am forty-three years old and I am living off my parents’ money. Do you know how that
feels?” She continued: “The hardest part is the rejection, not getting interviews, and then
when getting interviews not getting the job. Rejection.” Samantha then dropped out of JP,
but a month later she felt increasingly isolated and decided to give it another try. At her first
general meeting back, the expert speaker proclaimed to the group: “You will be amazed
once you set your mind to it what things can happen.” At that point, Samantha stood up and
said, “It doesn’t work that way, I did everything I could and here I am. So it doesn’t always
work.” In response, someone from the audience asked Samantha: “How are you sabotaging
yourself?” Samantha became quiet as all the eyes in the room turned to her with the implicit
question of “what are you doing wrong?” In an interview following this exchange,
Samantha told me how infuriated she was by the assumption that she was at fault. “The
only reason I could withstand this blaming comment is because I have good friends that
love me.” Samantha’s story illustrates the risk involved in challenging the self-help
paradigm in front of others who are in the midst of playing the game. From the point of
view of the absorbed player, such a challenger appears like a sore loser or someone in need
of help in overcoming inner obstacles.

Samantha’s public resistance is the exception. Private interviews revealed that several
others in the room identified with Samantha’s words, but none spoke up. Some who were
no longer absorbed by the job search game remained silent because they privately felt like
losers and blamed themselves for not finding a job. Others feared the charge of self-
sabotage from the expert speaker or from those among their JP colleagues were in the first
phase of their search and who enthusiastically embraced the self-help assumption of control.

Conclusion

This paper’s focus on job searching as a type of work reveals a dynamic process. The
professionalized job search practices, the emphasis on strategy, and the ideology of
individual control, combine to generate and structure a seductive work–game. Engagement
in this game results in a typical pattern of initial optimism and absorption followed by
dejection and disengagement. The dynamics of this work–game have important
implications for understanding the reproduction of the ideology of individualism and the
absence of resistance to the structural causes of unemployment.
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By contrast to claims in the existing literature that the ideology of individualism prevails
over an opposing lived experience to shape the subjectivities of the unemployed, this paper
argues that such ideology resonates precisely because it is coupled with a set of practices
that produce the lived experience of individual control. As Burawoy (1979) found with
piece-rate manufacturing work, when playing a work–game, the player becomes so
absorbed in strategic activities that the larger context of rules and power in which the game
is embedded fades into the background. Playing the job search work–game generates a
lived experience that inflates the importance of the individual, private and strategic, and
obscures the structural, public and political.

Although the game is temporary, its effects endure. This paper develops Burawoy’s
theory by exploring the consequences of games for players who do not “win.” For job
seekers, the same empowered experience of being in control of their economic destiny
during the first phase of playing the job search game produces a sense of individual failure
during the second phase. The lived experience of not finding a job is of personally losing
the game and therefore being a “loser.” Because job seekers blame themselves, negative
labor market experiences do not usually lead to questioning or resisting the self-help
presumption of individual control. Furthermore, even those who become skeptical of the
self-help ideology in private avoid publicly expressing their doubts to avoid the accusation
of negative thinking and self-sabotage.

A single case study can only suggest hypotheses and questions for future research.15

Nevertheless, this study suggests that the self-help paradigm has significant consequences
for individuals and society. For individuals looking for support, participation in the job
search work–game can generate a temporary burst of activity. Yet, for those who do not
find a job quickly, it backfires. Belief in complete control begets self-blame for outcomes
that are at least partly the result of structural conditions. Self-blame is further exacerbated
by the insistence that job seekers remain positive at all times. This blocks the open sharing
of hardships and in turn prevents the development of an understanding of the shared and,
indeed, structural nature of seemingly individual predicaments. There is no opportunity for
the emergence of supportive solidarity or of a counter-discourse that could articulate un-
employment as a structural and public issue and not solely a private one, and reduce the
sting of self-blame by recognizing that getting a job is not entirely within the job seekers’
control. As this study, as well as the abundant data in the psychological and health
literatures previously cited make plain, feeling like a loser in a society where everyone is
supposed to be winner is devastating to the wellbeing of individuals. Finally, at the level of
society, as others have also observed (Lafer 2002; Korteweg 2003), the urgency and vigor
of the public debate over important policy choices, such as the desirability of unrestrained
at-will employment regimes, will remain diminished as long as unemployment is articulated
as an individual private problem by those directly experiencing it.
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Abstract In this paper, using a case of unemployed mobilization in Sweden in the 1990s,
we examine the interpretive process by which unemployment interests emerge and evolve
in public interactions with other political actors, especially unions, and argue that
unemployed mobilization episodes cannot be fully understood without attention to
interpretive processes. More specifically, we show how unemployed interests during the
unemployment crisis in the 1990s initially were aligned with the labor movement at large,
later became aligned with unions against the Social Democrats, and eventually gave rise to
an independent federation of unemployed groups, which subsequently collapsed.
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On October 17, 1996, some 3,000–5,000 people (reports vary) from all over the country
gathered in Stockholm to demonstrate against the government. Marching side by side were
unemployed workers, trade unionists, parliament members, leftist radicals, and “angry
Social Democrats” (Dagens Nyheter, October 18, 1996). The demonstration was organized
by Therese Rajaniemi, “an unemployed mother of four,” as the newspapers referred to her,
and a member of the Transportation Worker’s Federation (Transportarbetarnas Förbund).
A month later, on November 26th, an even larger demonstration forced the Prime Minister,
Göran Persson, to meet with Rajaniemi and the head of the Transportation Workers’
Federation, Hans Wahlström. Both these demonstrations by “furious grassroots” (Expres-
sen, November 26, 1996) were directed at the government’s economic policies. The
message was clear: the people did not like cutbacks in social services, did not like changes
in the laws regulating labor, did not like the plans to deplete the unemployment insurance,
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and—above all—did not like the way the government handled the problem of
unemployment. What is remarkable about these demonstrations is neither their size (they
were quite modest) nor their message (opposition to cutbacks and further erosion of the
welfare state was commonplace in the early 1990s), but instead the target: the Social
Democratic government. As Alm points out, the fact that one of the major national branch
unions was a driving force for demonstrations against a Social Democratic government is
“nothing short of historic” (Alm 2001, p. 116). No wonder, then, that the Prime Minister
agreed to meet with the protest leaders in person.

Fifteen months later, Rajaniemi was at the forefront of a newly formed national
organization of the unemployed, the Alliance for Work (Alliansen för Arbete). Still
dissatisfied with the government, but now also dissatisfied with the unions’ handling of the
issue of unemployment, Rajaniemi and her co-organizers had determined that the
unemployed must organize on their own. The inauguration conference in January 1998
attracted quite a bit of public interest, and was generally hailed in the press as a significant
organizational achievement. It meant, according to Göteborgs-Posten, that the unemployed
could now “speak with a voice of their own” (January 19, 1998).

Considering the skepticism of the Swedish Federation of Labor (LO), and the “sour
response” by some unions to previous efforts by the unemployed to disrupt the “traditional
model of Social Democratic labor politics” (Göteborgs-Posten, January 19, 1998), the
formation of the Alliance for Work confirms the precarious balance of interests that, in
Sweden and elsewhere, has characterized the relationship between the unemployed and
unions since the emergence of an industrial workforce and unions to represent it (Flanagan
1991; Folsom 1991; Keyssar 1986). Only 3 months after its formation, however, the
Alliance split into two organizations. While both organizations survived for some time,
neither regained the mobilization momentum that marked the period from the first
demonstration to the formation of the Alliance for Work. Thus, the efforts of the
unemployed to organize on their own essentially failed.

The events briefly outlined above illustrate some generally accepted conclusions about
the (in)ability of an unemployed constituency to emerge as a significant political force on
its own, but they also point to the need for some conceptual elaborations. In this paper we
examine the unemployed mobilization in Sweden in the 1990s and seek to identify some of
the circumstances that prompted at least some of the unemployed to distance themselves
from the unions. More specifically, the analysis emphasizes the interpretive work that paved
the way for a separate mobilization effort. The focus on interpretive processes represents an
analytical departure from much of the literature on unemployed mobilization but, in our
view, does not constitute an analytical divorce. Rather than discounting the significance of
political opportunities and various other external influences on unemployed mobilization,
our analytical goal is to reveal the interpretive processes by which political actors, in this
case the unemployed, come to understand who they are, what interests they hold, and what
sociopolitical options are available and/or desirable to them. Thus, interpretive processes
are neither wholly apart from nor entirely contained in the context in which they take place
(Gamson 1992).

The mobilization of the unemployed

Although the literature addressing unemployed mobilization is still relatively sparse, we
now know a lot more than we did in the late 1970s when Piven and Cloward (1979), and
Schlozman and Verba (1979), respectively, published their very different analyses of the
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problem of unemployed mobilization. While the former pair emphasized organizational and
collective obstacles and the latter individual-level obstacles, both sets of authors
nevertheless concluded that in order to have any political impact, the unemployed, as
involuntary members of one of the most powerless groups in modern capitalist society,
must organize on their own behalf since no other political interest groups can be expected
to adequately represent their interests. And yet, the history of the labor movement provides
relatively few examples of sustained and effective mobilization among the unemployed. For
scholars following in this tradition, then, the key analytical task is to identify a range of
obstacles to unemployed mobilization (Keyssar 1989). Among the obstacles (both
individual and organizational) that are now confirmed in many studies are the debilitating
and pacifying effects of unemployment (Eriksson 1999; Rosenzweig 1975, 1976; Schlozman
and Verba 1979), the unstable and diverse population of unemployed (Brooks 1983; Eriksson
1999; Rosenzweig 1976), lack of material, organizational, and/or cultural resources among
the unemployed (Alm 2001; Bagguley 1991), and more or less overt opposition from
established political interest groups, like unions and parties (Bagguley 1991; Chabanet 2001;
Forrester and Ward 1990; Keyssar 1986; Lorence 1996; Marshall et al. 1988; Ness 1998;
Piven and Cloward 1979; Richards 2002).

Occasionally, however, the unemployed do emerge as a highly visible political force in
its own right, sometimes pursuing political goals that do not immediately or entirely
correspond with those of their actual or potential allies, such as unions and working class
parties. Regarding factors that facilitate such mobilization episodes the research findings are
more varied and more open to questions and competing interpretations. One of the most
enduring controversies in the literature refers to the role of organizers and organizations in
unemployed mobilization and political effectiveness, with some concluding that formal
organizations stifle mobilization (Piven and Cloward 1979) and others that such
organizations are critical for effective mobilization (e.g., Gamson and Schmeidler 1984;
Valocchi 1990). Much of this debate, not surprisingly, refers specifically to the relationship
between unions and the unemployed, and divergent empirical findings can at least in part be
explained by different evaluations of the extent to which unions and the unemployed have
similar or divergent interests. For those who view unions as the vanguard of working class
organization the potential distinctions in terms of short-term political interests between
differently employed workers become subordinate to all that which joins variously
positioned workers into a meaningful political constituency (e.g., Boeri et al. 2001;
Compston 1997; Kaufman 2005; Tait 2005; Therborn 1986). For others, in contrast, the
precarious position of the unemployed in relation to the organized union movement
constitutes a fundamental source of divergent interests that cannot be eradicated with joint
mobilization (Bagguley 1991; Keyssar 1986; Lorence 1996; Marshall et al. 1988; Ness
1998; Piven and Cloward 1979; Richards 2002).

However, despite considerable evidence that the identities of workers are socially
constructed, that is, are not determined by a set of objective criteria linking them to the
capitalist labor market (Frader 1996; Rose 1992, 1996; Sewell 1980; Scott 1999), evidence
pertaining to the construction of the identities and interests of the unemployed is more
sparse. That is, perhaps more than in other protest study traditions, the interests of the
unemployed (and the affinity or divergence with union interests) are routinely taken as a
given, as if the condition of being unemployed automatically gives rise to a set of interests
that may or may not find their expression in collective protest activity. Instead, it is often
variations in union interests, typically derived from various structural and/or organizational
features of the unions, that are invoked to explain the different relationships between unions
and the unemployed that history reveals (e.g., Baccaro and Locke 1998; Compston 1995a, b,
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1997; Minchin 1997; Ness 1998; Wood 2001). Approaching the relationships between
unions and the unemployed from the perspective of the position of unions, however, almost
inevitably neglects the role of the unemployed themselves in defining such relationships.

In this paper, therefore, we examine the interpretive processes by which unemployment
interests emerge and evolve in public interactions with other political actors, especially
unions, and contend that the unemployed mobilization episode in Sweden cannot be fully
understood without attention to such interpretive processes. More specifically, we argue that
the emergence and unfolding of the interests of the unemployed are intricately linked to the
process whereby the unemployed come to understand who they are in relation to other
political actors and what strategic options are available and/or desirable to them. In what
follows, we examine, first, how the labor movement, including not only employed and
unemployed workers but also the unions and the Social Democratic Party, closed its ranks
around a definition of the problem of rising unemployment as a consequence of the policies
pursued by the conservative government. In this definition, the working class emerged as a
unified front against a political and economic establishment deemed hostile to the
preservation of the Swedish welfare state. Second, we trace the process whereby the labor
movement subsequently came to identify the newly installed Social Democratic
government as part of the problem of continued mass unemployment. Defined as an act
of betrayal on the part of the party leadership, this process rested on an image of the union
movement as the authentic representative of the working class against a party leadership
that had forgotten its worker/union roots. Third, we examine how cracks developed within
the labor movement which led the unemployed to reconsider their close affiliation with
unions. This development pointed to several sources of potential conflict between
differently situated employed and unemployed workers and revealed more overtly than
before that the labor movement had more than one voice. Finally, we analyze the rise and
fall of a national organization of the unemployed. This analysis shows the difficulties
associated with establishing a unified unemployed front in light of the many competing
working class identities that the unemployed brought to the organization. Taken together,
these four phases of unemployed mobilization, characterized by different patterns of union-
unemployed relations, reveal a process of interest formation that is hinged upon the dif-
ferent constructions of unemployed and working class identity that are embedded in the
different mobilization patterns. We conclude the paper with a discussion about the
implications of this case for a more general understanding of the problem of unemployed
mobilization.

Note on the data

Data for the analysis of the claimsmaking activities of the unemployed in Sweden come
from multiple sources. The reconstruction of the events leading up to the formation and
subsequent dissolution of the Alliance for Work comes primarily from newspapers (a range
of papers covering the political spectrum from left to right) for the period 1994–1999. We
have also examined various Internet sites of unemployed organizations (many of which are
no longer “active” in the sense that the available material is updated at regular intervals). In
order to build a greater understanding of the union end of the unemployed organizations’
relationships with unions, we have relied on the regular publications of both the Swedish
Federation of Labor (LO), 1992–1999, and the Central Organization of Salaried Employees
(TCO), 1992–1994. In addition to these primary interpretive data, we are drawing on the
data collected on the Swedish case for a six-nation comparative study (UNEMPOL) of the
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contentious politics of unemployment in six European nations, 1995–2002. These data
comprise both systematically coded claimsmaking events appearing in a major daily
newspaper (Dagens Nyheter) and interviews with a range of organizational actors in the
field of unemployment politics, including for the purposes of this paper five organizations
of the unemployed and ten union organizations. The information contained in these data
allow us to evaluate in greater detail the organizational ties between unions and the
unemployed as well as the kinds of issues pursued by either set of actors with what type of
strategies. Direct quotes of claims are translated by the authors.

The emergence of unemployed protest in Sweden and the construction
of unemployed interests

A unified labor movement, 1992–1994

In Sweden, the emergence of a distinct unemployed mobilization did not coincide with the
sharp increase in unemployment beginning in 1992/1993.1 This does not mean there were
no signs of discontent during the first few years of the crisis. On the contrary, under the
auspices of the unions, thousands and thousands of people all over the country repeatedly
took to the streets to protest what they considered insufficient and/or misguided policy
efforts to combat the crisis (LO-Tidningen, October 9, 1992; October 8, 1993; December
17, 1993). This protest activity was almost entirely devoted to the erosion of the welfare
state and the dismal conditions of the labor market, and the main target was the
conservative government which had been in office since 1991. Prior to 1994, in other
words, the members of the labor movement in Sweden rallied behind the unions and the
Social Democratic Party to oust the conservative government. Thus the problem with
Sweden, according to protesters and critics, was not primarily an economic crisis, but a
government hostile to the larger labor movement, including both employed and
unemployed workers. Not surprisingly, therefore, the support for the Social Democratic
Party increased as the labor market conditions worsened, and in September 1994 the Social
Democrats regained the government position after a resounding election victory.

During this period of rapidly growing unemployment and frequent protest actions
organized by the unions the already high levels of union membership increased even
further, reaching its highest levels ever in 1995 (Boeri et al. 2001; Fahlbeck 2002).2 Taking
an active leadership position in the problem of unemployment, unions all over the country
not only provided direct services to the unemployed, including information, individual
assistance, organizational resources and various union-sponsored training programs, but
also exerted considerable political pressure. Because an overwhelming number of Swedish
workers belonged to unions, in other words, the unions essentially took ownership of the

1 According to official Swedish statistics (Statistiska Centralbyrån), the unemployment rate in Sweden leaped
from 5.2% in 1991 to 10.7% in 1992. After a high of 15.7% in 1994, the rate hovered around 14–15% for a
few years, and then started an unmistakable decline in 1997/1998. For descriptions and evaluations of these
trends in light of labor market initiatives see Calmfors et al. 2002; Johansson 2002; Pekkari 2000.
2 From 1990 to 1995 the union density rate in Sweden increased from 82 to 88% (Boeri et al. 2001, p. 13). A
major reason for such high rates is no doubt that the distribution of unemployment insurance is union
controlled to a large extent—a so-called Ghent system. Although non-union members have access to the
same benefits, observers nevertheless conclude that the arrangement facilitates union membership (Fahlbeck
2002).
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problem of unemployment and were the taken-for-granted protectors and custodians of
members who lost their jobs. As a result, the potential distinction between employed and
unemployed union members in terms of working-class identity (if not in terms of economic
status) was rendered insignificant and the assumption permeating the debate was that
unemployment was a problem affecting the entire working class.

To give just a few examples of the service activities provided by the unions, in 1992 the
weekly newspaper distributed by the Federation of Labor (LO-Tidningen), began publishing
a monthly update of relevant labor market statistics, called the Crisis Exchange
(Krisbörsen), with a special emphasis on the unemployment rate in all the member branch
unions. That same year, in Göteborg, the unions sponsored a café, “The Meeting Place,” for
unemployed LO-members (LO-Tidningen, April 10, 1992), and also helped finance a
newspaper by and for the unemployed (LO-Tidningen, September 17, 1993). In Stockholm,
similarly, the unemployed gathered at a café ran by LO specifically for its unemployed
members (LO-Tidningen, April 7, 1995). On the island of Gotland, the LO-ombudsman
devoted half his time to unemployment issues and elsewhere the LO participated in several
projects aimed at helping unemployed members prepare for new jobs (LO-Tidningen, April
30, 1993). Similar initiatives to help the unemployed were taken by the white-collar unions;
TCO in Stockholm, for example, opened an activity center for its unemployed members in
1992, and the local TCO in Blekinge organized “meeting points” for unemployed white-
collar workers (TCO-Tidningen, No. 7, 1992). In other parts of the country, to give just a
few additional examples, union initiatives were directed at helping unemployed secretaries
find new jobs (TCO-Tidningen, No. 32, 1992), facilitating individual development (TCO-
Tidningen, No. 2, 1993), and promoting entrepreneurship (TCO-Tidningen, No. 4, 1993).
Moreover, the LO and TCO jointly organized at least two national meetings for the
unemployed, one in Trollhättan in 1995 and another in Uddevalla in 1997, aimed at
developing ideas for how to reduce unemployment (LO-Tidningen, March 21, 1997), and a
cross-union work group against unemployment, comprised of members from several LO-
and TCO-branches, was actively involved in protesting unemployment and bringing
unemployed workers together (LO-Tidningen, January 27, 1995; Dagens Nyheter, April 24,
1995).

The central political questions that occupied the labor movement during the early 1990s
and that prompted the protest actions against the conservative government were those
associated with (1) the structuring of the unemployment insurance (a-kassa), which the
conservative government was trying to reshape in various ways, specifically by reducing
and placing time limits on compensation and by undermining the unions’ traditional role as
distributors of compensation,3 and (2) the efforts by the conservative government to erode
the collectively managed agreements that ensured some measure of equality and security on
the labor market. Grounded in these two issues, the unions pursued a view of
unemployment as a problem affecting the entire labor movement and an interpretation of
workers that underplayed the distinction between employed and unemployed workers.
Moreover, it is clear from both the public debate and the discussion on the pages of union

3 The unemployment insurance (a-kassa) in Sweden is publicly funded for the most part but distributed by
the unions through a series of funds linked to the branches. Administratively it is a system entirely separate
from the system of social assistance. In 1993, the compensation level was reduced by the conservative
government from 90 to 80% of the previous salary (up to a maximum allowed daily amount) and in 1994 a
limit on compensation to 300 days, with the possibility of an additional 300-day period for those satisfying
the demands in terms of work and/or participation in various programs. Another change in 1994 was the
establishment of a state-run unemployment insurance fund that was independent of the unions.
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publications that the unions took a leading position in the opposition to the policies of the
conservative government and presented themselves as fierce and unyielding protectors of
the interests that the working class shared; that is, as much security as possible on the labor
market and, for unemployed workers, a compensation system that preserved their dignity as
workers and did not penalize the unemployed for their unemployed status.

At the margins of this definition of employed and unemployed workers, and also at the
margins of the debate during the first few years, were various groups of unemployed that
brought issues to the table that could not as easily be inserted into the more traditional
union concerns of unemployment insurance and collective agreements; these were the
unemployed that were not eligible for the unemployment insurance (Gustafsson 1998) and
therefore more likely to rely on social assistance (e.g., newly arrived immigrants, youths
transitioning from school to the labor market, and those bringing particular challenges, or
so called labor handicaps, to the table) and, to a lesser extent, the unemployed who had not
held full-time, steady jobs prior to unemployment (mainly women). This does not mean that
the problems facing these groups were not discussed at all. On the contrary, especially the
high rates of youth unemployment but also the difficulties experienced by the foreign-born
on the labor market received a fair amount of attention. But the problems associated with
these groups were particularized somehow and hence not reflective of the more generalized
problem of mass unemployment. This was especially noticeable in the debate over the
proposed time limit on the unemployment insurance, during which not even the proponents
of a time limit advocated publicly that those reaching the limit would be forced to apply for
social welfare assistance. It would be a “bad solution,” explained the labor market minister,
if those reaching the time limit “should live on social assistance” (Dagens Nyheter, April
20, 1994). And, in fact, according to the proposal itself, the unemployed “would not face a
situation of losing compensation after the second period” (Dagens Nyheter, March 23,
1994). What exactly would happen to those reaching the limit, however, was left unclear,
even as most participants in the public debate reinforced the distinction between those who
were unemployed and covered by the unemployment insurance and those who were
unemployed but also had additional troubles that made them ineligible for unemployment
insurance.

A Social Democratic government against the interests of labor, 1994–1996

The Social Democratic victory in 1994 was viewed by the labor movement, including its
unemployed members, as the beginning of the end of the crisis. It would not take long,
however, before the new Social Democratic government was accused of abandoning the
promises that got it elected. And when the government in collaboration with the Center
Party, one of the parties in the ousted conservative governing coalition, introduced a job
package in the spring of 1995 that contained a further reduction of the compensation level
of the unemployment insurance the unions and their many unemployed members felt
betrayed. The chair of the Clerical Worker’s Union observed that “our members are
disappointed and angry” and the LO-chair stated unequivocally that “it’s a policy we cannot
accept” (Dagens Nyheter, April 24, 1995). The May-Day demonstrations of 1995 further
confirmed the mistrust in union circles of the government’s intentions; in some cities the
local LO-chapter organized its own demonstration and in others the union speakers
threatened with mass exodus from the party (Dagens Nyheter, May 2, 1995; LO-Tidningen,
April 28, 1995). Over the next few years, the question of the unemployment insurance
would occupy the substantive center of the criticism directed at the government by the
unions and various dissatisfied Social Democrats throughout the country. A unionist and
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Social Democratic representative from “red Norrbotten,” for example, angrily accused the
government of having done precisely “what we here in Norrbotten promised the voters we
would not do,” that is, cut the compensation level even further (Dagens Nyheter, May 2,
1995). In July of 1996, the parliament finally approved a series of changes, several of
which would be changed again in subsequent years, to the unemployment insurance that
included a reduced compensation level (75%), more stringent eligibility criterion (9 months
of work), a time limit, or outer parenthesis, of 3 years interspersed with participation in
active labor market measures, and a less advantageous calculation formula (Dagens
Nyheter, July 12, 1996; Arbetslöshetskassornas Samorganisation 2006). It is against this
background that the demonstrations in the fall of 1996 that we recounted in the introduction
must be seen.

When Hans Wahlström, chair of the Transportation Workers’ Federation, announced
during the first mass demonstration in October that “In our opinion, the government is
pursuing policies that depart from all the ideals the labor movement has fought for during a
hundred years” (Dagens Nyheter, October 18, 1996), he gave voice to some of the
discontent that had been “boiling under the surface” in labor circles since it became clear
that the Social Democratic government was not the panacea many had hoped for
(Expressen, October 6, 1996). The appeal to “classical social democracy,” as Therese
Rajaniemi called it, was not only an invitation to the government to revisit its policy
priorities (Dagens Nyheter, November 12, 1996), but also a reminder to the larger labor
movement of that which held it together. This position was reinforced by the participation
in the demonstrations of a long list of union associations and union federations, among
them LO, the Transportation Workers, the Central Organization of Salaried Employees
(TCO), Clerical Workers (HTF), Electricians, Wood and Paper, and several others (Dagens
Nyheter, November 25, 1996; Svenska Dagbladet, November 25, 1996).

Thus, the protest was formulated, or framed, as the labor movement against the
government, not the unemployed against the labor movement. “The government believes it
has the support of the people, but that is not true,” observed Rajaniemi in an interview
(Expressen, October 6, 1996). And, indeed, dissatisfaction with the government’s economic
policies was becoming increasingly visible and vocal. The municipal workers (Kommunal)
in Älvsborg, for example, decided to freeze its routine contributions to the Social
Democratic party for the whole of 1997 (Göteborgs-Posten, November 25, 1996), and other
workers left the party altogether and/or formed networks of “dissatisfied Social Democrats”
(Expressen, October 24, 1996). Prime Minister Persson was greeted with loud boos when
he met with a group of unemployed in Skellefteå (Dagens Nyheter, October 18, 1996), and
metal workers in Avesta were thinking of organizing a one-day general strike to make the
government realize that the masses were dissatisfied with “the government’s unjust
redistribution policies” (Expressen, October 24, 1996). In fact, some critics argued (this one
an unemployed train operator), the members of government cannot really be considered
Social Democrats, since they “are following the dictates of neoliberalism” and pursue
policies that are directly “hostile to labor” (Expressen, October 24, 1996).

This was the conclusion reached by many local Social Democratic chapters as well, for
example in Hofors, where a municipal leader, furious with “the arrogant cabinet members
in Stockholm,” argued that “the government’s politics is not social democratic”—“it is the
weakest who are paying for the crisis, while others barely feel it” (Dagens Nyheter,
November 7, 1996). Pirjo Pallonen, one of the co-organizers of the second mass
demonstration agreed that the “government is in the process of butchering our welfare,”
and concluded that what was happening now was “a popular uprising” (Dagens Nyheter,
November 25, 1996). Thus, many warned, the government was “playing with fire,” and the
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next step might be “more unconventional [protest] methods like in France” (Expressen,
October 24, 1996). In other words, the Social Democrats generally, and Prime Minister
Persson specifically, “might fall,” warned Rajaniemi, if they do not listen to the people
(Expressen, November 26, 1996).

While popular discontent directed at a Social Democratic government could not easily
be ignored, discontent itself was not enough to gain access to political leaders. The group
“Angry,”4 comprised of unemployed members from several local LO branches, which
organized a petition with 100,000 signatures in protest of cutbacks, for example, had to
contend with a civil servant, since apparently “no minister had the time (or inclination?) to
receive the petition” (Expressen, October 24, 1996), but Therese Rajaniemi who brought no
more than 5,000 people to Stockholm got to meet the prime minister. The difference was
the latter’s strong union backing. Hans Karlsson, who represented LO at the first
demonstration, made it quite clear that “We demand of a Social Democratic government
that it defends the rights of wage earners, not erodes them.” (Dagens Nyheter, October 18
1996). Considering that some 60 Social Democratic legislators had strong union
connections, and that LO announced that it would not follow the prime minister’s directive
to close the ranks of labor for the next election campaign (Dagens Nyheter, November 27,
1996), it is not surprising that one newspaper dubbed Therese Rajaniemi, “who is not a
member of parliament and who does not even have a job,” one of Sweden’s most powerful
individuals (Expressen, November 27, 1996). Almost overnight she had become “the
symbol for the uprising against the government” (Svenska Dagbladet, December 12, 1996)
and “the symbol for the people’s wrath” (Expressen, December 31, 1996).

Substantively, the discontent with the Social Democratic government, now as before,
was centered in the efforts to reform the unemployment insurance. A bewildering array of
proposals,5 unprecedented in terms of defensive clarifications and repeated back-peddling,
characterized the efforts during the first few years and, at each new turn, further eroded the
trust that the unemployed and many of its union representatives had placed in the ability of
the Social Democratic government to solve the problem of unemployment or, at least, to
protect the interests of the working class against the employers. Thus the basic distinction
between the “typical” unemployed, a union member with unemployment insurance, and
other groups of unemployed with particular problems was retained during this period,
especially in the discussions about the outer parenthesis, which reinforced the distinction
between unemployment insurance and social welfare assistance. And yet, the slowly
improving unemployment picture, in conjunction with the fact that several of the
government’s proposals implicated those with the most tenuous relationship to the labor
market, made it increasingly clear that a growing proportion of the unemployed might not
benefit as clearly as previously anticipated from many of the active interventions.
Nevertheless, the fact that the government backed down from some of the changes to the
unemployment insurance that had already been approved was generally credited to the
union-based protest movement during the fall of 1996. The Left Party, for example, praised
LO for all the protest activity that it had initiated and/or supported (Dagens Nyheter,
December 9, 1996) and Prime Minister Persson acknowledged in January of 1997 that

4 In Swedish the word for “angry” is arg, which is the name of the organization and an acronym of work,
justice, and togetherness (Arbete, Rättvisa, Gemenskap).
5 Among the proposals and suggestions during this time were the elimination of a-kassa for those under 20,
several changes to the eligibility work requirements, a gradually declining compensation level, time
limitations on compensation, linking immigrants access to unemployment insurance to their participation in
Swedish lessons, and changes in the calculation of compensation level.
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unemployment insurance was the issue the government had handled the least well and that
some of the problems could have been solved had the Social Democratic government done
what it was supposed to do, namely listened to the protests coming “from within the [labor]
movement ranks” (Dagens Nyheter, January 2, 1997).

Cracks in the labor movement, 1996–1997

Despite strong and persistent union opposition to the government’s policies and despite
LO’s participation in both mass demonstrations in the fall of 1996, it was evident from the
beginning that the support was not wholehearted. LO “sanctioned” the demonstrations, to
use Rajaniemi’s expression (Dagens Nyheter, October 10, 1996), but did not put its own
weight, or resources, behind them, and it was unclear until the last moment if LO would
send a speaker to the second demonstration (Göteborgs-Posten, November 27, 1996).
Although LO central raised no objections if local sections wanted to finance bus
transportation to the demonstration (Dagens Nyheter, November 27, 1996), a few of the
major LO districts (e.g., Stockholm and Göteborg) declined participation in the second
demonstration, as did a few of the branch unions, including the sizeable Metal, Municipal,
and Clerical unions (Göteborgs-Posten, November 27, 1996). “The protests have split LO
in two camps—one in favor and one opposed,” observed Rajaniemi, which would account
for the difficulties the organizers encountered in some districts (ibid.). As one newspaper
put it, the “LO leadership seems nervous and unable to take action” (Expressen, November
26, 1996). Thus, it was readily evident that a set of protest events that were substantively
indistinguishable from the ones directed at a conservative government a few years earlier,
placed LO in a much more precarious position when the target was a Social Democratic
government. LO’s response to the demonstrations, and to the protest movement more
generally, was clearly marked by ambivalence and internal divisions, which did not go
unnoticed. “LO’s leadership is much too timid in its actions against the government,”
claimed one critic (Expressen, October 24, 1996), and another pointed out that many “are
disappointed in LO for the way it has acted thus far” (Svenska Dagbladet, November 25,
1996). “If LO does not take the initiative then it’s time for spontaneous strikes,” roared an
old strike veteran from Kiruna (Göteborgs-Posten, November 25, 1996).

On the part of both the unions and the unemployed, this development contributed to, but
was also affected by, an interpretive reevaluation of the familial relationships among unions
and the unemployed that had characterized the early years of the unemployment crisis. And
yet, few unemployed activists at this time stated publicly that the problems with LO were
indicative of problems with the union movement more generally. Planning a new mass
demonstration for April of 1997 (which did not happen), Rajaniemi and her co-organizers
had concluded that the foundation must be union (but not party), and this time they planned
to establish a group to work exclusively on securing active LO support (Göteborgs-Posten,
February 2, 1997; Svenska Dagbladet, February 2, 1997).

Attempts by LO to disarm or placate the growing criticism were not particularly
successful, and might even have fueled the protest movement. At a packed discussion
seminar in the winter of 1997, for example, LO leaders alongside Social Democratic
politicians tried to explain to angry representatives of the discontented that they wanted
nothing more than to listen and do better, but that their position as part establishment and
part peoples’ representatives forced them into a difficult balancing act (Expressen, February
6, 1997). Sten Lander, the founder of the Unemployed Association (Arbetslösas Förening,
Alf) in Västervik, and one of the panel members at the seminar, tried to explain to the union
and party elites that the emergence of independent unemployed organizations was a direct
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result of the failure of the unions to listen to the unemployed; unless the unemployed get to
participate in the decisions that affect them, he argued, the party—that is, the labor
movement—will split up (Svenska Dagbladet, February 6, 1997).

Challenging the charge that such independent organizations are nothing but “political
posturing” (Svenska Dagbladet, February 6, 1997), the unemployed in municipality after
municipality established associations of their own in the early part of 1997, with the
ultimate goal, according to some of the organizers, of forming a national network better
capable of influencing those in power (Dagens Nyheter, February 17, 1997).6 While often
motivated by union dissatisfaction and fueled by people’s anger and desperation—a
participant at a meeting in Västervik, for example, announced that “I have a hunting rifle at
home; I’ll go out and shoot the devils”—these organizations rarely severed the links to the
union movement, for the simple reason that most members of unemployed organizations
were, at least initially, also members of unions (ibid.). The organization Uprising (Uppror)
in Borås, for instance, was comprised of members from both LO and TCO (Dagens
Nyheter, February 22, 1997), the organization Angry, similarly, had members from nine
different LO federations, and Rajaniemi’s Justice–Solidarity–Equality (Rättvisa–Solid-
aritet–Jämlikhet) was closely linked to the Transportation Workers’ union.

The vocal criticism by the unemployed of LO, and increasingly unions in general, was
gleefully noted by the conservative press. Svenska Dagbladet, for example, used the
complaints of the unemployed against the unions to argue that, indeed, “the unemployed
have been sacrificed by the unions. They are kept out of the labor market by high starting
wages and an over-regulated labor market. The unions protect those on the inside at the
expense of those on the outside” (February 6, 1997). While several of the unemployed
organizations officially designated themselves as non-political, and while many were
dissatisfied with both unions and parties, the suggestion that the conservatives had a better
recipe for reducing unemployment than the Social Democratic government was not
seriously entertained, at least not publicly, by any of the organizations at this time—if
anything, the message sent to the labor movement leadership was that its politics was too
conservative. Nevertheless, the risk, however faint, of losing large sections of the party base
no doubt played a role in the drama of Rajaniemi’s participation in the May Day
demonstrations of 1997. She had originally agreed to speak at the meeting of the Left party
(former communist party) in Malung, but was eventually pressured by the Social
Democratic leadership to speak in Älvsbyn instead—on behalf of LO (Expressen, April
27, 1997).

In some ways, then, the growing discontent within the union movement was framed in
terms similar to those that dominated the labor protests against the Social Democratic
government; the problem was a leadership that had somehow gone astray, especially the
powerful LO. In other ways, however, this development signals a breaking up of the
hitherto dominant picture of who the unemployed were. Yes, most of the emerging
unemployed leaders were still union members and many still collected some form of
unemployment benefits and/or participated in the array of active labor market measures that

6 In February of 1997, Dagens Nyheter reports that there are approximately 150 different groups in the
rapidly emerging network of unemployed organizations (February 22, 1997). While ostensibly independent,
some of these organizations were supported by both LO and other labor organizations, thus indicating that
the rifts in the labor movement were not quite as severe and debilitating as some of the rhetoric might have
suggested. Some of these organizations also turned their attention to EU as a potential supporter of various
projects and initiatives at the local level. (Dagens Nyheter February 17, 1997).
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were available, but the pattern of mobilization suggests that the burgeoning unemployed
organizations attracted people who increasingly found themselves on the margins of not
only the labor market but now also the union movement. They were organizations typically
formed by the unemployed themselves (with or without union help), they were mostly
local, often in regions hit hard by unemployment, some had links to radical left groups, and
they catered to the long-term unemployed, to unemployed women, to single mothers who
were unemployed, and, albeit to a lesser extent, to unemployed immigrants.

Alliance for Work: The formation of an unemployed federation, 1997–1998

While the idea for a national organization of and for the unemployed was not new, it was
not until the fall of 1997 that the momentum had grown strong enough to sustain such an
organization.7 At an unemployed conference in Västervik in September of 1997, the
participating activists, among them Rajaniemi, decided that it was time to form a national
federation of unemployed organizations. One of the organizers, Erika Pettersson from
Uprising (Uppror), promised that “we are going to turn unemployment into the key issue of
the next election” (Dagens Nyheter, September 4, 1997) and Sten Lander of the Association
for the Unemployed (Alf), another of the organizers, explained that “the unions have failed
the unemployed”; already in the beginning of the crisis, he remembered, the unions started
to forget “that they also represented the unemployed” (Dagens Nyheter, September 7,
1997). Representatives from approximately 20 local organizations responded to invited
speaker Margareta Winberg, the Labor Market Minister, with criticism and boos, and
dismissed her claims of a decreasing unemployment rate by pointing to the many
unemployed who were forced into various labor-market projects and educational initiatives.
These types of programs, they argued, tended to “stifle rather than promote the
development of new jobs” (Dagens Nyheter, September 7, 1997). A particularly sticky
point for the activists was the renewed proposal to establish an unacceptable outer
parenthesis in the unemployment insurance fund; if that proposal is adopted, argued one of
the organizers, “we who are unemployed must become beggars” (Svenska Dagbladet,
September 12, 1997). Clarifying the political position of the anticipated unemployed
organization, two of the organizers explained in a debate article that

the unemployed cannot assume that the political parties and unions will solve our
problems. After all, most of the voters and union member members have jobs
themselves....Our only chance as unemployed is to come together and form a united
front to influence both politicians and unions....We can become a powerful pressure
group for the purpose of both protecting our own interests...and creating new jobs
(Aftonbladet, September 26, 1997).

The much-anticipated federation of the unemployed was formed during a congress in
Hofors in January of 1998 under the name of Alliance for Work (Alliansen för Arbete).
While the congress was distinctly modest in size—about 20 organizations and less than a
hundred unemployed individuals—the political establishment had evidently concluded that

7 At least five national unemployed organizations briefly appeared between 1992 and 1994 (http://web.telia.
com/~u15105234/980212.htm), but none of these received the kind of national attention that characterized
the movement between 1996 and 1998, and none had any discernible political impact. A party representing
the unemployed (De Arbetslösas Parti) appeared in the 1994 election but received no more than 328 votes
(http://www.flashback.se/fb/mag/val1.html).
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the unemployed movement was not to be ignored. Among the speakers lined up to address
the unemployed were high-level representatives from all the major political parties as well
as from the national union federations LO and TCO—only the federation of employers had
failed to send a representative (Expressen, January 13, 1998; Dagens Nyheter, January 13,
1998). Thus, the meeting clearly suggested that “the unemployed had become a power bloc
to pay attention to” (Arbetarbladet, January 18, 1998).

As if to confirm the new status of the unemployed, Labor Market minister Winberg
promised that the Alliance would be invited as discussion partner and proposal
commentator (remissinstans), and every one who participated, from the far left to the far
right, shared in the goal of full employment, at least rhetorically. Moreover, as some
newspapers pointed out, the unions, which previously had tended to distance themselves
from the unemployed organizations, now seemed more interested in closing the gap
(Göteborgs-Posten, January 19, 1998). And, indeed, a newly released report by LO
repeated some of the criticisms that the unemployed had long directed at the various work
practice initiatives. The radical potential of the Alliance was recognized by the leader of the
Left party, Gudrun Schyman, who told the gathering in Hofors that “You can serve as a
blowtorch on us in the political establishment” (Arbetarbladet, January 18, 1998). That
Margareta Winberg could report to the Congress that the hated outer parenthesis was no
longer an option the government considered8 was already evidence that the blowtorch, or
“the parliament of the street” as one journalist called it (Proletären, January 22–28, 1998),
could have a significant impact on the political establishment (Arbetarbladet, January 17
and 18, 1998). The coincidence of yet another round of mass demonstrations on the streets
of Paris on January 17th (widely reported in the Swedish press) seemed to confirm, once
and for all, that the unemployed was a political force not to be trifled with.

Despite this impressive showing of politicians and union leaders eager to court the
unemployed and to “praise the initiative” (Arbetarbladet, January 18, 1998), the extent to
which they were willing to address the concerns of the unemployed was still very much in
the air. According to one of the unemployed organizers, Sten Lander, “the solidarity
between the unemployed and the employed is beginning to disappear” (LO-Tidningen,
January 23, 1998). While not exactly agreeing that the unemployed might have interests
that departed from the union movement, LO’s press ombudsman was quite clear that, from
an organizational perspective, there might be some tension—as she pointed out, “After all,
we ourselves organize the unemployed” (Arbetarbladet, January 14, 1998). Expressing
frustration over the difficulties in getting LO more directly involved, Rajaniemi had come
to conclude that LO was not just stalling but also actively “working against” the efforts of
the Alliance (Proletären, January 15–21, 1998). And indeed, by this time LO’s skepticism
toward separate mobilization efforts was quite evident. From LO’s point of view,
unemployed organizations might fill a greater purpose in other European nations where
the unemployed are excluded from the unions, but in Sweden “the unemployed ought to be
represented by the unions” (Dagens Nyheter, January 15, 1998). Moreover, argued LO’s
vice-chair Wanja Lundby-Wedin, “many of the unemployed organizations take a [political]
position that is much too defensive” (Dagens Nyheter, January 15, 1998). This was a
position shared by a few of the participants as well; two members of the unemployed club
organized by the Metal Worker’s union in Karlstad, for example, were worried that the
emergence of separate organizations for the unemployed could “lead people to leave the
unions and only retain membership in the unemployment insurance funds” (LO-Tidningen,

8 The 300-day limit has subsequently been adopted (for older workers, 450 days), albeit with a possibility of
at least one extension through participation in work or active labor market measures.
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January 23, 1998). Nevertheless, some union leaders acknowledged that the emergence of
unemployed organizations in Sweden, where the unions traditionally organize the employed
as well as the unemployed, “could be a sign that we have not lived up to our responsibility
for the unemployed members” (LO-Tidningen, January 30, 1998).

The Alliance unravels, 1998

Within a week of the formation of the Alliance, the most well known of its founders,
Therese Rajaniemi announced that she would run for a place on the Social Democratic
ticket (Dagens Nyheter, January 24, 1998). To Rajaniemi it was evident that the
unemployed needed parliamentary representation, but other members of the Alliance,
which was supposed to be neutral with regards to party, were concerned about the
implications of her “sitting on two chairs simultaneously” (Expressen, February 10, 1998).
Although she lost her bid, the incident revealed that not all was well within the Alliance.
There had been tensions already at the inauguration congress, but at that time they were
conceptualized as disagreements over organizational form, more specifically, whether the
Alliance should be an umbrella organization for individuals or organizations (it ended up
being the latter). When the Alliance split apart 3 months later, it became evident that the
initial tensions had produced all different kinds of problems within the Alliance (personality
clashes, procedural disagreements, etc.). “We can’t take it anymore,” said Rajaniemi;
“There have been extensive disagreements and severe personal attacks within the Alliance
for Work. Some members have serious problems, and are unable to handle even the most
basic rules of democracy” (Arbetarbladet, April 18, 1998). Moreover, she observed,
“nothing got done so our unemployed members had to suffer” (Göteborgs-Posten, April 19,
1998; Aftonbladet, April 19, 1998; Svenska Dagbladet, April 19, 1998).

Remaining members of the Alliance, not surprisingly, thought the primary source of the
intra-organizational difficulties was Rajaniemi and her supporters. According to one of the
steering committee members, Claes Johansson, “Rajaniemi and her allies [had] staged a
coup in conjunction with an Alliance meeting and managed to attract all the attention” from
the press (Dagens Nyheter, April 23, 1998). Another of the remaining leaders, Lillebeth
Nordkvist, was optimistic about the future of the Alliance since those who had left the
organization were the ones who had “put a brake” on the work (Proletären, April 30–May
6, 1998). Nevertheless, while both organizations continued to work for the unemployed and
to influence public opinion, the breakup of the original Alliance in many ways marked the
end of a remarkable effort to mobilize the unemployed in contemporary Sweden (Alm
2001).

How can we understand what happened? The tensions around Rajaniemi’s relationship
with the Social Democratic Party and continued close ties with the union movement
highlight the ambivalence on the part of not only party and unions but also the unemployed
organizers themselves about the viability and efficacy of a separate mobilization movement
that derived much of its momentum from anger and dissatisfaction with the labor
establishment. Social Democratic Arbetarbladet saw the problem as one linked to single-
issue organizing. While admittedly “the scourge of our time,” unemployment in itself was
not a social status on which a collective base could be built, the newspaper argued
(Arbetarbladet, April 18, 1998). Single-issue organizations, like the Alliance for Work, in
other words, would always be fragile since they were based on a social status that
disassociated the unemployed from a larger class constituency. Communist Proletären, in
contrast, saw the inclinations among the splinter group to collaborate with the Social
Democratic establishment as a sign of cooptation; the new organization, Dacke, “is not an
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organization for the unemployed and their demands for work, but a project in support of...
[the Social Democratic] government’s efforts to extract and remove the question of
unemployment from the election campaign” (Proletären, April 23–29, 1998). Presented as
more radical, this position emphasized the political dangers involved in collaborating with
those in power, and was a clear departure from the view that the interests of the
unemployed was best represented by the large and established labor organizations. This
more conspiratorial position got additional support—unwelcome, no doubt—from the
opposite political end, in a report released by the media studies arm of the Swedish business
world (Näringslivets mediainstitut) in the fall of 1998; according to this report, the Social
Democratic leaders used the media attention lavished on an “unemployed mother of four”
to pursue its own agenda (Bergh and Wästberg 1998).

Concluding discussion: The construction of unemployed interests

The different stakeholder evaluations of what happened to the unemployed movement in
Sweden echo some of the observations made by analysts of unemployed organizations: as a
constituency the unemployed are too disparate, too impermanent, too resource poor, and too
uncommitted to their unemployed status to emerge as an independent and persistent source of
influence (e.g., Faniel 2003; Flanagan 1991; Folsom 1991; Lorence 1996). More pertinent to
the issue addressed in this paper, these kinds of difficulties point to a fundamental problem of
unemployed mobilization: are the interests of the unemployed too distinct or not distinct
enough? This question, we argue, can only be answered through an analysis of the process
whereby the unemployed come to realize their interests. This process, as we have tried to
demonstrate, does not amount to an inevitable unfolding of objective interests, whether
conceived in employment status or class terms, but instead constitute an interactive
negotiation with other political actors. The argument is not simply (as if it were simple)
that different social, historical and political contexts produce different sets of interests, but
also that the contextually produced interests are, to a certain extent, open-ended; that is, not
bound by the circumstances that gave rise to them. From this perspective, not only what the
unemployed want, and not only who can best represent their interests, but also (at least in
part) who the unemployed are get worked out—is constructed—in social interactions.

What do the unemployed want?

The unemployed, like other political actors, mobilize because they want something (or, do
not want to lose what they already have), including jobs, material relief (food, shelter,
financial assistance), restored health and dignity, and—sometimes—political change
(Brooks 1983; Flanagan 1991; Folsom 1991; Lorence 1996; Piven and Cloward 1979;
Rosenzweig 1975, 1976, 1979; Zieger and Gall 2002). In the case reported here, the
unemployed alongside their union allies organized their opposition around the unemploy-
ment insurance but it would be a mistake to consider that a simple expression of material
wants. During the first few years of the crisis, when the primary target was the conservative
government, the proposed changes to the unemployment insurance, generally speaking,
were framed in terms of the erosion of the Swedish welfare state. More specifically, a
relatively unified labor movement accused the government of abandoning the traditional
labor market approach—the cornerstone of the Swedish welfare state—that relied on low
unemployment, aggressive policies to (re)insert people into the labor force, collective
bargaining to promote stability and temper employer exploitation, and an unemployment
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insurance scheme based in solidarity. In this context, the proposed changes to the
unemployment insurance (lower compensation, outer limits) emerged as powerful symbols
of a misguided conservative approach to mass unemployment.

This theme reemerged with full force when the newly installed Social Democratic
government, contrary to expectations and promises, proposed similar changes to the
unemployment insurance. To the unemployed especially, but also to large sections of the
union movement as a whole, this was not simply misguided but smacked of betrayal.
Rejecting the legitimacy of the financial constraints justifications by a defensive Social
Democratic government, the unions were relatively persistent in their denunciation of
policies that in their view shifted some of the responsibility of unemployment onto the
unemployed themselves. Especially irksome to the union movement, considering persistent
high levels of unemployment within many of the branches and in many regions, were
proposals—primary among them those dealing with the outer parenthesis—that implied that
not all unemployed were the same. However, as it became increasingly clear to some
unemployed activists that the close ties between the union movement and the Social
Democratic Party impeded the unions’ willingness to choose confrontation over
negotiation, especially in light of an improved employment picture that did not benefit all
unemployed sectors the same, the impetus for independent mobilization grew.

While the demands for fair compensation and a just unemployment insurance were still
central to most unemployed organizations, these were not the primary issues that inspired
independence. Rather, what prompted the emergence of a separate unemployed movement
was a sense that not only the party but also the unions might relax their efforts on behalf of
the unemployed unless the unemployed themselves became a force to be reckoned with. In
this sense, independent mobilization emerged as a goal in itself, at times overshadowing
more substantive wants. Taken together, these findings demonstrate the evolving nature of
unemployed wants and points to the centrality of an interactive public sphere in the
formulation and transformation of those wants.

Who should represent the unemployed?

Closely linked to the question of unemployed wants is the question of political
representation. The literature on the advantages and/or disadvantages for the unemployed
of union collaborations tackles this question head on but as of yet does not provide an
unequivocal answer to the question of effective representation. Moreover, studies
examining the context of mobilization strongly suggest that the question of representation
cannot be assumed a priori but must be investigated empirically—that is, some actors under
some circumstances might be effective representatives of the unemployed in some contexts,
but not in others (e.g., Eriksson 1999; Lorence 1996; Richards 2002). The study reported
here gives at least partial support to the conclusion that, faced with mass unemployment,
the kind of union movement that characterize the Swedish case (high density, unemployed
members retain their membership, collective bargaining, political influence, and an
unemployment insurance scheme linked to the unions) can serve as an effective
representative of the unemployed. This conclusion is especially pertinent for the first few
years of the unemployment crisis when the target of protest was a conservative government
and the problem was constructed as more political than economic in nature. As long as the
problem was understood as class warfare, in other words, the union movement was in a
particularly advantageous position to take the protest lead. Moreover, there is ample
evidence that the unions expanded considerable resources, both organizational and material,
on their unemployed members.
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During the later years, however, this conclusion must be reevaluated somewhat. It is not
that the unions reneged on its commitment to full employment or overtly abandoned their
unemployed members, but rather that the political context for action changed with a Social
Democratic government and a slowly improving employment picture. Apart from the
government’s disastrous handling of the unemployment insurance, the labor unions and the
Social Democrats essentially agreed on the general contours of an effective labor market
approach, including active measures, a strong emphasis on training and education, an
economic policy geared towards job creation, and collectively negotiated wages and job
market safeguards. As the crisis subsided, however, the jobless that had previously
occupied the margins of the union-driven campaign against unemployment started to move
toward the center. Primary among these were the “long-term unemployed,” that is, people
who were left behind when the labor market started to open up again and who seemed
caught in an endless cycle of unemployment compensation and participation in labor
market programs. It was these groups that were particularly critical of the unwillingness of
the union leadership to seriously consider new and radical measures for combating
unemployment and its debilitating effects, that accused the unions of increasingly making
distinctions in terms of solidarity between employed and unemployed members, and it was
also from these ranks that some of the strongest proponents of independent mobilization
came. What this development suggests is that not all unemployed within a given context
benefit equally well from the particular patterns of mobilization/ representation that
characterize that context; that is, the question of representation is intrinsically linked to the
question of who the unemployed are.

Who are the unemployed?

Leaving aside for the moment official definitions of unemployment, if “unemployed” were
just another term for “not working” then a great many people would obviously fit the
category (including children, retirees, stay-at-home parents, students, drifters, welfare
recipients, etc.), but the history of unemployed mobilization provides few examples of
status definitions of such wide scope. Instead, most unemployed organizers, including the
ones examined here, emphasize their constituents’ link to the world of work—they are
unemployed, previously employed, employable and, perhaps most importantly of all, their
unemployment status is not of their own making. The emphasis on the work status of the
unemployed not only serves to reinforce the status connection to the employed but also to
prevent the formation of mobilization links to those who for various reasons have a much
more tenuous claim to a worker status than those recently made redundant. In the case at
hand, this definition of the unemployed was further reinforced by the organization of unions
as the political and social home for both employed and unemployed members and the clear
administrative distinction between unemployment compensation and other forms of social
assistance.

It was not a definition without tension, however, as the debate around the outer
parenthesis and other proposed changes revealed. Although political leaders went to great
lengths to assure the unemployed that the intention was not for anyone to have to resort to
traditional social assistance once they had reached the limit, the fact that Parliament on
more than one occasion passed proposals regarding the outer parenthesis without a clear
conception of what would happen to those who risked losing their insurance inevitably
fueled suspicions among the unemployed that their claims to an unemployed status defined
by its link to the world of work was tenuous and needed to be defended. This was
increasingly the case as the “long-term unemployed” emerged as a distinct category in the
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public debate, replete with distinct characteristics and special needs but still separate from those
subsisting on social assistance. While the unemployed organizers fought the implication that
those left behind when the employment picture improved were in part responsible for their
inability to secure regular work, they actively upheld the distinction between simply being
unemployed and receiving social assistance despite the fact that a large number of those relying
on social assistance did so because they were unemployed (Gustafsson 1998).

Thus, rather than seeking allies across the social assistance barrier, at least some of the
surviving unemployed organizations have subsequently established ties with more radical
leftist political groups that operate on the outskirts of the labor movement. In this way, the
unemployed mobilization effort involved more or less overt negotiations over status and
identity (cf. Krinsky 1998), and one of the outcomes of this negotiation process was a
splitting up of the unemployed along some of the lines drawn by the dominant and union-
based definition of the unemployed that took root during the first few years and that
informed much of the protest activity. While this splitting up provided more opportunities
for those who tried to distance themselves from the union movement to both develop novel
and more radical suggestions for how to tackle the problem of unemployment and to seek
alliances with other groups operating on the fringes of the labor movement, it also meant
that they had to give up, and were increasingly excluded from, the political resources
provided by the union movement. Thus, it is through negotiations like this that definitions
of who the “unemployed” are get worked out, that interests are formulated, and that the
determinations of what constitutes suitable mobilization allies are made.

To conclude, the precarious balance of interest between unions and the unemployed in
Sweden is not best understood as an expression of a set of divergent experiences and
interests that place clear barriers between employed and unemployed workers. Instead, the
extent to which the interests of the employed and unemployed are defined as identical,
cautiously compatible, or competitive are the result of interpretive processes within distinct
sociopolitical contexts. While the analytical focus in this paper has not been on the context
of interpretation, it should be evident from the analysis that the context was a critical
interpretive resource with both facilitating and constraining features (Giugni and Berclaz
2003; Williams 2004). More specifically, the claims by both unions and the unemployed
were formulated within the specific historical configuration of policies, lines of conflicts,
and institutional procedures that characterized the Swedish welfare state at the time (Griffin
1995; Rucht 1996). Again, we are not suggesting that these configurations determined how
either the unions or the unemployed responded to the unemployment crisis in the mid-
1990s, but rather that they provided a “strategic context” (Immergut 1992) for action; that
is, the movements in question acted on their environments by taking advantage of political
opportunities, by elaborating interpretive frames, and by constructing and mobilizing
sociopolitical constituencies. In this sense, movement activities and the sociopolitical
context in which they emerge are intricately and dynamically linked, rather than separate
and distinct (Piven and Cloward 1979; Tarrow 1994).
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Over the past three decades, labor markets have been fundamentally restructured in the US
and to a lesser extent in other advanced economies as well. This transformation presents
enormous challenges for workers and labor movements, as these four fine-grained studies
show. Although they examine a range of specific employment (and unemployment)
contexts, three in the US and one in Sweden, all the authors share an interest in the
possibilities and limits of organizing from below—whether via established unions or
through other types of collective action—to advance the interests of workers confronting
labor market uncertainty and contingency.

As everyone knows, in recent decades unions in the global North have been struggling
to survive in the face of the wholesale relocation of production facilities, followed by
engineering and other white-collar functions, to regions where labor is cheaper. But this
proverbial “race to the bottom” is but one aspect of the ongoing restructuring of employ-
ment, which has also affected many place-bound industries like construction, transportation,
health care, and personal services.

In mobile and non-mobile industries alike, labor markets have been radically desta-
bilized by waves of deregulation, privatization and deunionization, thrusting more and more
workers—blue- and white-collar alike—into precarious employment situations. Spells of
unemployment are increasingly the norm, while involuntary part-time and temporary work,
independent contracting and other forms of “contingent” work have proliferated. And even
where traditional job structures still exist, many employers have scaled back or eliminated
their efforts—virtually ubiquitous in larger enterprises only a generation ago—to foster trust
and commitment in the ranks. These changes have affected everyone, from the upper tier of
managers and professionals all the way down to the lowly minimum (and, these days,
subminimum) wage-earners. Although inequalities between the managerial–professional
strata and the lower echelons of the workforce have widened dramatically in recent
decades, employment insecurity exists across the board.
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The composition of the workforce has changed dramatically in recent decades as well,
thanks to a massive influx of immigrants from the global South, on the one hand, and
increased female employment (especially among married women and mothers) on the other.
Cynthia Cranford’s contribution to this cluster of articles, the only one that focuses directly
on a union organizing drive, examines the relationship of these new workers to the labor
movement. She carefully dissects the gender dynamics of the iconic and much-studied case
of the Service Employees International Union (SEIU)’s “Justice for Janitors” (J4J)
campaign in Los Angeles in the 1990s, which restored unionism and increased pay and
benefits for workers in the city’s building services industry. Reversing the steep decline that
restructuring and subcontracting had generated in earlier years, the L.A. J4J campaign is a
justly celebrated example of “best practice” service sector unionism, even if the model’s
transferability to other sectors has yet to be fully tested.

Whereas previous research on J4J has focused mainly on the role of immigrants
(especially the undocumented) in this union drive, and on the SEIU’s strategic innovations,
Cranford instead trains her analytic lens on the gender dimension of the organizing, and
argues that the J4J campaign offers a positive model in this regard as well. She documents
the increased involvement of women—who make up about half the janitorial workforce—
in leadership positions in the L.A. janitors’ union after 1995, as well as the union’s adoption
of a familial discourse and practice, which she calls “union motherhood.” By including
children in public protests and mobilization efforts, and collectivizing responsibility for
child care among union activists, Cranford argues, the union validated and collectivized
women janitors’ caregiving work and helped propel them into leadership roles. “Union
motherhood,” she suggests, also weakened the gender division of labor in janitors’ homes
and, more broadly, destabilized gender inequalities in the sphere of social reproduction.
This last claim would be more convincing if there were evidence that the changes in family
practices outlasted the union campaign itself (rather than being a short-term accommodation
to it). But Cranford’s thoughtful contribution does suggest the contours of a new gender-
egalitarian form of unionism, a phenomenon that deserves further attention in future
research. This case also exposes the potential of conventional unionism to meet the
challenges of the current era, against all odds.

To be sure, the J4J campaign is a rare bright spot in the bleak US labor movement scene,
after half a century of relentlessly declining union density. Less than 8% of private-sector
workers are organized today. Labor is stronger in the public sector (thanks to relatively
weak employer opposition), but even there, privatization and contracting-out are chipping
away at union density, as Frank Ridzi’s case study illustrates. Drawing on extensive
fieldwork with a group of nonunion contract workers who help administer New York
State’s welfare-to-work program, he points out that these “high-end” contingent workers are
structurally in a position similar to that of their clients, whose transition from welfare to
work also involves a form of contract labor. On that basis, Ridzi suggests the possibility
that the two groups might jointly construct some type of solidaristic organization to
advance their shared interests.

But the data he presents make it plain that such an outcome is improbable at best.
Although some of the administrative workers he interviewed were once welfare recipients
themselves, rather than identifying with their struggling clients their main impulse is to
blame the victims, whom they characterize as lazy or otherwise individually lacking in the
attributes required for labor market success. Nor do these contracted-out administrators see
their own contingent work arrangements as problematic. Well aware that they have no
union protection or job security (since their employment depends on federal block grants
whose renewal is never guaranteed), they also recognize that they are relatively well paid
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and enjoy excellent benefits—even relative to unionized social service workers employed
directly by the state. And they are at best ambivalent about unions—indeed some of the
administrators Ridzi quotes express deeply antiunion sentiments. Thus in relation to both
how they view their clients and how they conceive of their own workplace situation, these
workers (mainly women) uncritically embrace the individualistic ideology that is the
dominant trope of the welfare-to-work programs they help to administer. It is difficult to
imagine a set of circumstances under which they might shift toward the more solidaristic
orientation Ridzi invokes, and indeed his conclusions are not optimistic on this score.

Ofer Sharone’s fascinating study is also concerned with ideological issues. His rich
ethnographic account focuses on a group of unemployed college-educated white-collar
workers who participated in a state-sponsored job-search support program. In this program,
the very process of searching for a job is structured so as to depoliticize the lived expe-
rience of unemployment. Sharone argues persuasively that the “self-help” paradigm that
guides the job search process helps to generate and perpetuate individualistic ideologies.
Thus, for example, “having a positive attitude is an absolute requirement” of the program—
to the point that job-seekers are encouraged not to read the news (!) and to avoid using the
term “unemployment” in favor of such euphemisms as being “in transition.” Program
participants are explicitly taught that they are in control of their own fate and that if they
develop adequate job-searching skills and work hard, they will succeed in landing a new
position.

Those who do not rapidly achieve this goal eventually enter a period of demoralization,
as Sharone also documents. But the discourse of the job-search support program ensures
that they blame themselves for this outcome and simultaneously shields other participants
from learning of any negative experiences or feelings. Their experience of dejection follows
an earlier phase of job-searching during which program participants are fully absorbed by
the “work” of preparing resumes, mastering a variety of approaches to self-presentation,
networking, and cultivating “positive thinking.” Throughout both phases, Sharone shows,
the program structures the experience of these unemployed workers so as to deflect
attention from structural problems in the labor market or from any hint that individual job-
seekers might not be in full control of their own destinies. Like Ridzi (albeit in a very
different context), Sharone concludes that “there is no opportunity for the emergence of
supportive solidarity” among these unemployed white-collar workers.

Whereas Ridzi and Sharone offer a rather bleak picture of the potential for workers’
collective action in the U.S., Annulla Linders’ and Marina Kalander’s article offers a
glimpse of an entirely different context, namely Sweden, where traditional forms of worker
mobilization are alive and well. Their careful account of unemployed workers’ organizing
efforts during the 1990s reveals how, after an initial alliance with the Swedish unions, the
unemployed movement developed its own independent organizations, only to falter entirely
a few years later. In the early 1990s, the Swedish Federation of Labor (LO) helped organize
militant protests against the unemployment policies of the conservative government. But
after the 1994 electoral victory of the Social Democrats—itself in part the product of
discontent with conservative policies on unemployment—the LO’s ability to pursue the
issue was undermined. Although some unionists protested the new post-1994 government’s
ineffectiveness in addressing the needs of the unemployed, others were reluctant to oppose
their traditional Social Democratic allies. The LO thus became increasingly divided over
the issue, and as a result the alliance between unionists and the unemployed movement
began to fracture. By 1998 the unemployed movement had broken away and begun
launching independent organizational efforts, although without the resources of LO and in
the face of other difficulties these initiatives eventually floundered.
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Linders and Kalander conceptualize the unemployment movement’s shifting orientation
vis-à-vis the LO as the product of a complex interpretative process in which key actors
define their identities and interests in particular political contexts, and on that basis make
strategic choices. This antideterminist perspective is generally convincing, although perhaps
the authors underestimate the structural obstacles to effective collective action among
unemployed workers in a historical period when even Social Democrats have increasingly
made concessions to neoliberalism.

Nevertheless, from the perspective of those of us in the US, what is most striking about
the Swedish case is not so much the unemployed movement’s fragility and ultimate collapse,
but rather the fact that it enjoyed such a vibrant presence on the 1990s political scene,
however briefly. The contrast to Sharone’s account of the systematic depoliticization of
unemployed job seekers in the US is particularly telling. Although, as both articles briefly
mention, there is a rich history of unemployed movements in earlier eras on both sides of the
Atlantic, in the US today it is difficult to imagine anything remotely approximating the
trajectory of the Swedish unemployed movement. The hegemony of individualistic
ideologies in the US—especially among the white-collar workers Sharone and Ridzi
studied—seems to preclude any such outcome. And at present, there is no sign of any
organized challenge to that hegemony.

Surely the fact that in Sweden unionism among white- and blue-collar workers alike has
been maintained at a very high level (around 80%) helps to explain why market
fundamentalism and individualistic ideologies are so much weaker there. The US labor
movement has managed to act with extraordinary dynamism in the low-wage service sector,
as Cranford’s article shows. But it must begin to do the same among other private-sector
workers as well, including those—long neglected—in white-collar fields. Absent such an
effort, it is hard to imagine any real prospect of resolving the issue of employment
insecurity that is increasingly pervasive throughout the labor market, or of reversing the tide
of long-term union decline.

Ruth Milkman teaches sociology and serves as Director of the Institute for Research on Labor and
Employment at UCLA. She writes frequently on labor and workplace issues with a particular focus on low-
wage workers. Her most recent book is L.A. Story: Immigrant Workers and the Future of the U.S. Labor
Movement (Russell Sage Foundation, 2006).
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Abstract How should we define “organizability?” I identify here four factors that
contribute to a group’s organizability: organizers’ expectations, labor market structures,
employers’ actions, and workers’ union sentiments. I briefly discuss how the first three
factors correspond with workers’ union sentiments in comparing two divergent occupa-
tions: teaching assistants (TAs) and web designers. Workers must choose between
conflicting identities in constructing themselves as “organizable” workers. While TAs
ultimately framed their identities primarily as employees, web designers still consider
themselves unorganizable. I explore similarities and differences between these cases and
propose some steps union organizers and web designers could take in unionizing.

Keywords Unorganizable workers . Contested identities . Labor market structures .

Teaching assistants . Web designers

What is “organizability”?

The small but growing literature (Bronfenbrenner et al. 1998; Waldinger et al. 1998;
Bonacich and Gapasin 2001) on organizability and its foil, unorganizability, does an
excellent job of empirically describing diverse groups of workers who have at one time or
another been considered out of reach by union organizers. Despite this empirical richness,
there has been little attempt to theoretically link these diverse findings to build an analytic
model of organizability. In this paper I identify four factors that contribute simultaneously
to any given occupational group’s relative organizability: organizers’ expectations about
the eligibility and relevance of devoting resources to recruiting union prospects; labor
market structures including shifts in technology and labor process, outsourcing, deskilling
and upskilling, and other factors influencing workers’ wages, benefits, security, and
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stability; employers’ actions falling along a continuum from pro- to anti-union; and
workers’ union sentiments, again ranging from pro- to anti-union.

My primary aim here is to address one core question: how do the first three factors listed
above influence workers’ union sentiments in order to make people more organizable?
Clearly organizers’ expectations, employers’ actions, and labor market structures all play a
role, and I will discuss their relative importance in turn. Independent of these factors,
however, a key component in convincing workers of the relevance of organizing stems
from workers’ own sense of workplace identity. More to the point, individuals construct
their workplace identities within a hotly-contested social milieu, challenged by some groups
(anti-union management) and supported by others (union sympathizers). This discursive
process challenges workers to foreground one of many, at times contradictory, identity
markers while simultaneously downplaying others. Workers rarely reach consensus about
the role they play as workers and as such identity framing is never unanimous, although a
key factor in identity framing (or re-framing, as it were) involves the notion that symbolic
frames carry significant “resonance” for individuals (Snow and Benford 1988). Workers are
organizable, I would argue, when a large majority frames their collective identities as
exploited workers. As workers concurrently refer to multiple identities when unionizing
(Kurtz 2002) symbolic framing becomes a critical factor in convincing workers both that
they are eligible to unionize and that doing so is in their best interest. This paper tests this
model against two cases—teaching assistants and web designers—two groups of
intellectual workers typically regarded as “unorganizable.” In the case of teaching assistants
(TAs), the primary identity-based tension revolves around the primacy of their identity as
worker or apprentice whereas for web designers ambiguity stems from their propensity to
perform “multiple simultaneous employment” tasks and to label themselves entrepreneurs
(Isler 2005), making it much more difficult to frame their collective identity as union-
eligible workers.

Although outside the scope of this paper, it would be interesting to postulate the “ideal”
conditions under which organizability would occur. For instance, if labor market conditions
are deteriorating, union organizers are optimistic, and a pro-union workforce describes
themselves as exploited, organizability would be at its apex. Conversely, if unionists see a
group of workers as difficult to organize, employers are anti-union, and workers hold anti-
union sentiments, we have encountered a highly unorganizable state of affairs. The
important point here is to understand symbolic framing interacting with the larger socio-
economic context of workplace relations and employer and employee attitudes towards
unionization (Krinsky and Reese 2006). Considering that TAs and web designers do not
constitute an “easily organizable” or “unorganizable” ideal type we are able to isolate
particular factors (i.e. identity framing) that may tip the balance in favor or against
organizing efforts in particular industries at particular times while simultaneously exploring
similarities and differences in the cases.

Drawing on social movements literature (McAdam et al. 1996; Tarrow 1998) I find that
a key reason why TAs were receptive to organizing rests in the fact that they strategically
framed their identities as “workers” rather than “apprentices”—a label University
administrators placed upon them. While the involvement of the United Auto Workers
(UAW) union was problematic for some TAs seeking more democratic organizing strategies
(Isler 1999), in the end the UAW’s ability to draw on a significant organizing budget
allowed them to mobilize nearly 10,000 California workers for a successful week-long
work stoppage, forcing UC administrators to sit down and bargain. Downplaying the
importance of resource mobilization for now, I focus the current analysis on the issue of
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how union organizers and TA volunteers succeeded in reframing TAs’ identities from
unorganizable apprentices to exploited employees.

This paper is organized in the following manner. First, I describe the methods I used to
collect data about TAs and web designers. I then examine the role of organizers’
expectations, labor market structures, employers’ actions, and workers’ union sentiments in
organizing “unorganizables.” Next, I detail how these factors influenced organizing efforts
of TAs and web designers respectively, focusing on the framing of contested, multiple
identities. I conclude by arguing that while the introduction of web designer users’ groups
is an important first step in organizing, without considerable identity re-framing, the
successful unionization of web designers seems unlikely at this point.

Materials and methods

This paper incorporates qualitative data collected in two different research sites. As a UC
Davis teaching assistant in the Sociology department and active union organizer and
volunteer from 1997 to 2000, I was both a participant and observer in the push towards TA
unionization during this time. I came into regular contact with TAs from virtually all
graduate departments on campus as well as personally interacted with nearly all paid UAW
organizers and volunteers from other campuses, especially UC Berkeley, during this time.
Besides taking detailed notes at membership and strategy meetings, I also collected in-depth
data at all collective labor actions during this time, including the December, 1998 system-
wide strike, and compiled a massive database of informal interview material collected by
myself and several other volunteers at this time. In the course of collecting and analyzing
nearly three hundred “walkaround reports” (WARs), I captured a range of TA attitudes
about organizing efforts before, during, and after the 1998 strike. I present many of these
findings, in abbreviated form, here.

In a separate study, I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with fifty California
web designers from 2002 to 2003. I also spent over sixty hours as an observer at three labor
market intermediary (LMI) organizations where I spoke informally with more than one
hundred other web designers and high-tech workers whom I did not interview. I report my
primary findings of the normalization of unstable, insecure web employment elsewhere
(Isler 2005), although I do not address the issue of collective organizing and unionization in
that manuscript. In dissecting the data collected during this time, I find there is a great
opportunity for web designers to move beyond the current LMI organizational form—
which is for the most part apolitical—and transform these groups into a hybrid of traditional
craft unions and post-industrial professional associations (Voss 1993; Clawson 2003). The
issue of collectively organizing has become an urgent matter as the privileged financial and
professional standing that web designers once enjoyed evaporated after the dotcom boom
and bust of early 2000 (Isler 2005).

Organizers’ expectations

Labor organizers are not immune from the social biases that are prevalent at any given time.
As such, the sociological literature on labor organizing has exposed racism, sexism, and the
barring of “unskilled” workers from craft organizations. The tragic history of racial conflict
in unions—including the rampant use of African American strikebreakers—is well
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documented (Brown 1998). Before the merger of the American Federation of Labor (AFL)
and the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), unskilled immigrants were barred from
joining most unions. Nancy Gabin (1990) finds that while the UAW discriminated against
women—preventing them from entering leadership posts—the UAW also fought sex
segregation and wage-based discrimination at work. Others (Baron 1991; Faue 1991; Frank
1991) have also examined the historical lack of adequate female representation and
acknowledgement in American labor unions for various reasons, ranging from increased
bureaucratization to the decreasing role of consumer-boycotts in labor actions over time.

Besides race and gender, class has also been a significant sticking point to more
inclusive unionization. Class distinctions have historically been framed in terms of skill,
although Tilly (1988, p. 453) points out that skill itself is a political and social construct
serving the needs of various groups. Skilled craft workers organize professional
associations to protect collective knowledge and maintain class privilege over the less
skilled. Ironically this strategy has evolved so that most skilled workers no longer see the
need to collectively organize and in many cases—I highlight the web designer case here—
feel that unionizing contradicts everything they stand for as professionals. As Hanagan
(1988, p. 311) puts it, a primary barrier to organizing skilled workers is reconciling “class
militancy with vigorously asserted craft identity.” This ideology of professionalism in the
long run can harm the financial and political standing of these groups, especially if labor
process shifts make their positions obsolete or easier to outsource.

There is a strong connection between the skill debate and gender as well, and Voss
(1993, p. 52) argues that many unions considered skill a male “property” which no woman
could achieve. This reinforced sexist ideologies that already barred women from joining
unions. Cornfield (1991, pp. 29–30) argues that organizers’ assumptions that female white-
collar workers historically have shown little interest in organizing are exaggerated. In the
1950s, public sector employees were deemed unorganizable (Freeman 1986, p. 41). During
the 1960s and 1970s, public sector union membership quadrupled, evidence that previously
unorganizable workers can organize in a very short time frame (ibid.). In sum,
understanding organizers’ expectations about who is and is not “organizable” plays a role
not only in examining organizing strategies but also in unearthing deep-seated biases that
prevent organizing efforts. In the two cases described here—TAs and web designers—race-
and gender-based ideas about skill and organizability played a much less tangible role than
in previous industrial conflicts. As I will show below, however, organizers perceived a
mismatch between workers’ skills and their present (and future) rewards in labor markets
that were becoming uncertain and unpredictable.

Labor market structures

In general, labor market structures refer to a combination of forces that reflect how
individuals within a given occupational group are faring. Measures include but are not
limited to employment stability and security, wage fluctuations, health care and other
benefits provisions, upskilling and/or deskilling, labor process shifts, and outsourcing. As
postulated earlier, when labor market structures are improving for workers, they are less
likely to voluntarily organize. By the same token, when labor market structures are
deteriorating, I would argue that workers become more aware of their disadvantaged state
and might therefore consider forming or joining unions at that point. Charles Heckscher
(1988) finds that white-collar workers are now experiencing less security than ever before
(p. 240). While most of these workers traditionally were considered unorganizable by
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unions, it has become clear that labor organizations must court less privileged white-collar
workers and semi-professionals in order to stem the tide of union membership erosion that
occurred in the middle and late 20th century (Milkman and Voss 2004).

As I argue below, TAs and web designers faced increased casualization in their labor
markets, with a consequent decrease in benefits stability and job tenure. This lack of
security has helped drive an increase in union membership in white-collar workers and
semi-professionals for many years, a fact now recognized by most unions and union
leaders, a fact suggested by earlier dynamics that drove skilled craft workers and artisans
into alliances with less-skilled laborers.

Employers’ actions

According to management survey data, nearly half of all firms declare that “being nonunion
was their major labor relations goal” (Freeman and Kleiner 1990, p. 351). Firms wrongly
assume that most unions are seeking bread and butter concessions when in fact most
workers and organizers frame their efforts in terms of “voice” (357). Thus, “supervisory
opposition is the most important management action to deter unionization” (361). This is
critical in understanding how certain groups remain unorganizable: in many cases where
management maintains a staunch anti-union stance organizers feel that dedicating resources
and energy to the effort may not be worthwhile. Western (1995, p. 179) finds that firms are
more effective in fighting unions during recession (181) and in more “flexible work
organization[s]” (182). Another component of anti-unionism in the post-industrial
workplace is the role of employee involvement programs (EIPs), sometimes pejoratively
labeled as “company unions.” Grenier (1988, p. 60) finds that firms with EIPs take three
steps in fighting unions, in particular personalized tactics of isolation and intimidation. By
employing these methods, firms aim to convince all workers that they are unorganizable,
regardless of race, gender, class, or skill level.

Clawson (2003, p. 65) argues that firms have discovered that it is easier to fight
unionization in sex-integrated sites because organizers are typically unable to mobilize
around issues of sex-based inequality. Clawson argues that in order to fight back, unions
must shift from an industrial model of organization to a community based strategy,
especially in response to unique racial, ethnic, and immigrant groups (pp. 90–91). The
Justice for Janitors (JfJ) campaign in southern California, for instance, figured that certain
workers were unorganizable due to their immigrant status, but this turned out not to be the
case (pp. 99–104). This is because the campaign used “in your face” tactics to embarrass
public officials (Waldinger et al. 1998, p. 110) and relied on a strong sense of class
consciousness from Mexican and Salvadorean immigrants (ibid.). Combined with a focus
on unions’ support of local political activity (Rudy 2004) we can appreciate how
employers’ actions influence organizing. For our purposes it is crucial to understand how
employers feel about unions (we cannot assume that all employers are de facto anti-union)
and what actions they take to either prevent or facilitate organizing. In doing so we have a
better sense of how all the factors noted in the introduction interact to explain why certain
groups of workers succeed or fail in organizing.

Although many firms stress the importance of fighting unions, we cannot assume either
that all employers are anti-union or that all will take the same steps to remain so. Moreover,
studies suggest that employers’ anti-union activity gains importance only insomuch as they
can confine conflict to the workplace itself. In the cases I study, TAs were helped by the
very publicness of their workplace—a statewide public university—while the web
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designers’ nomadic employment relations meant that their employers did not have nearly
the same fight on their hands as workplace conflicts were resolved via alternative means,
such as turnover.

Workers’ union sentiments

John Hoerr (1997) presents an example of white-collar workers at Harvard who struggled
with the question of whether or not to organize. Many technical and clerical employees had
taken for granted the idea that blue-collar workers such as their parents could legitimately
join unions but that it would be inappropriate for them to do so (p. 21). As their work
conditions deteriorated, they finally sought the help of a union. The University got wind of
the fact that many employees were weary of the organizing “style” of the industrial
unionists who were supposedly only recruiting workers as a source of monthly dues
(pp. 96–97). While these arguments resonated with a large group of workers, organizers
succeeded by framing the union drive in terms of power differentials between employer and
employees. Even more workers joined once the union moved beyond bread and butter
issues and began paying attention to specific grievances such as the lack of adequate health
benefits and child care.

Robert Penney (2004) finds that employers often create anti-union frames (p. 92) in
order to keep unions out. Employers succeed in framing when drawing on “pre-existing
individual worldviews…of anti-unionism” (p. 111). Unions have to create collective frames
of resistance in order to fight back (p. 102). Doing so is often trickier than we would
assume, however. In her study of Columbia University’s clerical union, Kurtz (2002) argues
that workers struggle in framing problems at work in simple terms because of the
complexity of their multiple identities—as workers, women, men, black, white, Christian,
Jewish, Muslim, etc. Kurtz proposes that social scientists should treat these problems, and
problems of identity-based collective action more generally, as a series of ID “practices”
that reflect a series of social movement actions that at the aggregate construct a movement’s
“self-definition” (pp. 71–72). Ultimately the union succeeded by employing race and
gender-explicit frames both internally and externally, to solicit help from other unions (pp.
189–190), although there were tradeoffs in doing so, including alienating some white, male
clericals on campus.

Finally, we must move beyond simple questionnaires in gauging employee union
support. This is the central message in Fantasia’s (1988) Cultures of Solidarity:
Consciousness, Action, and Contemporary American Workers. Understanding “cultures of
solidarity,” or an explosion of solidarity action, is a more accurate measure of class-
consciousness (pp. 6–8) and by extension union support among employees. Fantasia argues
that professional white-collar workers are more difficult to organize for various reasons. For
a group of registered nurses (RNs) he studied the ideology of “professionalism” was deeply
entrenched, although when RNs saw their professional role limited by management, they
re-framed this ideology to become more active in a union that had pursued them for some
time (p. 152). In sum, a good number of factors influence employees’ attitudes towards
unions, both in the positive and in the negative.

Workers’ union attitudes are often shaped by how they counter-pose notions of
“professionalism” with “unionism” and how unions were seen as the exclusive province of
one or another categorical group at work. In the current study, I found that TAs became
convinced that they had to fight to be considered semi-professionals and that the union and
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its goals were consistent with this fight, whereas web designers saw professionalism in a
“normalized” (Isler 2005) way, highlighting their affinities with entrepreneurs rather than
with laborers.

Examining the TA and web designer cases

In the following sections I explore how TAs collectively embraced an identity of “exploited
employee” while web designers framed their identities as “entrepreneurs,” a process I call
“normalization” (Isler 2005). Before doing so I would like to introduce some background
information about both cases. Both TAs at the University of California, Davis and web
designers I interviewed faced serious shifts in labor market conditions in the late 1990s and
early 2000s respectively. The workload of most UC Davis TAs increased 25% in early 1998
(responsibility for grading and instruction increased from 40 students per academic term to
50 at that time), and wage growth had stalled. TAs had little or no say regarding health
benefits, which could unilaterally be taken away by university administrators at any time
(Isler 1999). Administrators simultaneously shifted responsibility for teaching under-
graduates away from full-time faculty to part-time lecturers and advanced graduate students
with little or no job security. TAs were (and still are) technically hired seasonally meaning
that after a 10 week academic term there is no guarantee that they will have stable
employment the following term and even less assurance that they will be employed during
the summer months. Average annual TA salaries in the late 1990s at UC Davis, where cost
of living is high, rarely topped $18,000, a figure typical of most U.S. TAs (Singh et al.
2006). In short, labor market conditions were certainly not horrible in the late 1990s but
they were slowly deteriorating, something noted by UAW organizers who decided to
organize UC Davis TAs at that time.

Northern California web designers were also facing challenges by the early 2000s. While
times were good in the mid- to late-1990s during the dotcom “boom” period, the “bust” of
early 2000 led to increased unemployment, lower wages, workplace insecurity and
instability, and downward career mobility for most designers (Isler 2005). Besides the fact
that venture capital had dried up by this time, other changes made the web design labor
market less lucrative, including deskilling of most web specialties, the widespread use of
desktop publishing software, economic recession, and increased competition for scarce
contract work (ibid.). Web designers faced long periods of downtime and often had to piece
together a series of short-term contracts with multiple clients in order to make ends meet.
Very few web design positions—with the exception of jobs in the public sector—offer
health and other benefits, so workers are forced to provide their own coverage, rely on their
partners, or simply go without.

Despite similarities between these two groups, key differences exist. First of all, TAs
work for only one employer, the university, while web designers work for multiple
employers and clients. While TAs often sign nine-month contracts, the “typical” web design
contract is much shorter. While TA salaries are highly predictable, they are low given the
high cost of living in California. Web designers can earn a great deal more (the highest-
earning web designer that I interviewed was making more than $100,000 a year at the time
of our interview), although salaries fluctuate wildly from year to year creating a “feast or
famine” scenario. TA salaries are not linked to seniority (nor are they for most web
designers), and as such career mobility is flat for all TAs whereas nearly all of the web
designers I interviewed (40 out of 50, or 96%) reported experiencing significant
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unpredictability and chaos in their careers including periods of rapid upward and downward
mobility. In short, while there are important differences in labor market structures for both
groups, key similarities remain.

Why did TAs embrace an “exploited employee” identity?

UC Davis TAs were not alone in sensing that their jobs were precarious by the late 1990s.
Besides constant reminders of their lack of security and voice by UAW organizers, like
most US TAs they could sense that their jobs were indeed “transitory and precarious”
(Singh et al. 2006, p. 57). TAs at UC Davis have several job tasks: they grade the majority
of undergraduate papers, assignments, and exams. They also lead discussion and lab
sections, interact with students via email and in office hours, and meet regularly with
professors to evaluate how the course is progressing. While the vast majority of TAs work
part-time, they are occasionally allowed to work over “50% time” (or more than 20 h a
week) by taking on additional tasks. The academic quarter lasts 10 weeks and at the end of
the term many TAs are left scrambling for work, although each academic department
experiences either a shortage or over-abundance of graduate student labor at any given
time. Summer employment is extremely competitive and most TAs agree that they must
survive on second jobs or by taking out large student loans in order to make ends meet. As
such, TA labor is seasonal, insecure, and unstable in the truest sense of the word.

Union activists at UC Davis saw an opening to organize TAs in the late 1990s for a few
reasons. First, TAs were worried that the wage increases and fee remissions they had
received could be taken away at any time as they were not codified in any binding contract.
Second, as many TAs realized that their tenure at the university would last several years,
they felt that they had a stake in improving long-term working conditions. As the
undergraduate-to-graduate student ratio at UC had ballooned dramatically since the 1960s
(Isler 1999), discussion section sizes increased by 20% while wages had stagnated. On top
of this, union activists claimed that TAs had now become responsible for over 60% of the
instruction and interaction with undergraduates by this time. While TA wages at UC were
generous relative to salaries around the country, union activists argued that this was due
primarily to the elevated cost of living in California and not to the benevolence of
university administrators.

The union drive was not a foregone conclusion and UC Davis administrators fought
back. After failing to convince many TAs that their wage and fee remission packages were
generous, administrators framed the issue in terms of organizability—graduate students
should not unionize because their primary role was that of apprentices, not as employees.
At this point the battle lines had been drawn and the UAW’s task was to convince TAs of
the opposite, or at least that the two identities were not mutually exclusive (Haydu 1988,
p. 28). [At a rally held in the middle of the 1998 strike, one sympathetic Davis professor
noted that unions were historically composed primarily of craft apprentices, an argument
that did not fall on deaf ears during this debate.] Wells (1984, p. 295) points out that in the
California strawberry industry sharecroppers were barred from unionizing and employees
failed to provide a minimal standard of wages and benefits because sharecroppers were
treated more as independent contractors than as employees. UC Davis administrators
attempted to do the same thing by making the argument in California courts that TAs
should be legally considered seasonal contractors rather than long-term employees with
union rights.
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Months before strike plans went into effect, union organizers began a series of
“walkaround” sessions in order to better gauge economic concerns of graduate students
themselves. They did so by surveying TAs regarding their financial worries:

I feel that health and childcare are my major issues of concern right now.

Health care coverage for my spouse and children is a big issue for me. I’m really
worried about job security too.

I would be really upset if our fee remissions were taken away from us. I think a
contract would help us secure them [fee remissions].

Despite the fact that administrators believed that graduate students received some of the
best wages and benefits of TAs nationwide, organizers and activists struck a nerve with
many who felt that striking would secure a long-term, secure contract including fee
remissions which cover nearly all student fees. Nevertheless, many TAs agreed with
administrators that their wages and benefits were generous:

I don’t want to join the union. I’m happy with my working conditions. In fact, I was
contacted during the 1993 union drive and I didn’t sign a card then.

I think TA pay is good and I don’t see why there should be a union.

Although pure economic arguments were sufficient to convince many TAs of the need
for a union, or even to strike in order to win a contract, many were still unconvinced.
Organizers thus turned to moral arguments in order to foster solidarity and to convince TAs
that their position as workers superseded their identity as students.

They did so by pointing out that graduate students were the primary group on campus in
charge of instructing undergraduates. This fact evidenced growing administrative reliance
upon graduate labor, and reflected a shift in responsibility for undergraduate education from
full-time professors to graduate student instructors (GSIs) and lecturers. Organizers realized
that if TAs withheld their labor, undergraduate education would suffer tremendously.
Despite their importance in delivering undergraduate education, TAs felt that administrators
did not respect their contribution. An excerpt from a pro-union handout written by Davis
TAs illustrates this frustration:

We hold that TAs, RAs, readers and tutors are employees, and we deserve the same
rights accorded all other employees on UC campuses… By denying us our right to have
a say in our own working conditions, the administration is ignoring a democratic and
majoritarian [sic] decision and ignoring the value of our labor. The paternalism and lack
of respect inherent in this position suggests that we are not responsible enough to help
shape our role as teachers, researchers and tutors within the university community.

In building towards the goal of a UC system-wide strike in 1998, TA reactions to this
argument were mixed. Ironically, in convincing TAs that their labor was critical in fulfilling
the university’s mission of providing quality undergraduate education, many became
hesitant to withhold their labor due to sympathy with their students:

I’m generally supportive of the union, but my reservation towards striking is that it
would hurt the undergrads.

Striking is a necessary evil. I think it would harm undergrads in the short term, but
ultimately we need to strike to improve things around here.

Qual Sociol (2007) 30:443–458 451



On the other hand, others had become fed up with the perception of injustice and
paternalistic treatment from administrators, influencing their decision to join in solidarity:

We feel screwed here [in the Music department.] There is a lack of space in the
department. I’m willing to strike or do whatever it takes to change this.

I can’t believe that UC is spending millions of dollars fighting us in the courts while
giving themselves these enormous annual raises.

A combination of moral arguments was employed by organizers including the stance
that administrators treated TAs like children in preventing them from bargaining and that
the UC was using taxpayer money to fund an anti-union campaign. After listening to
economic and moral arguments to join the union movement, many TAs still were not
compelled to participate beyond signing a union card, and in some cases ignored organizers
altogether. Determined organizers turned to a final set of arguments to convince reluctant
TAs: legal/political evidence for the need to strike in order to win a binding contract.
Specifically, organizers demonstrated to TAs that several Public Employment Relations
Board (PERB) rulings during the 1990s sided with the union, and in many cases requested
individual UC campuses to recognize respective unions. Despite the fact that a 1992 PERB
ruling had denied collective bargaining rights to all graduate student employees (GSEs),
subsequent rulings had unanimously gone in favor of the UAW and GSE unions statewide.
Organizers publicized this fact in another handout:

The administration…has refused to abide by Judge Tamm’s ruling at UCLA, which
states that we have the same right to unionize as other UC employees… This spring,
the unions won an extremely significant legal ruling by the Public Employment
Relations Board or PERB. In April, the Board ruled that readers, tutors, and associates
at UC San Diego have collective bargaining rights. This ruling has state-wide
implications. We believe that the reasoning used by PERB in the UCSD case will
render a similar outcome for the other campuses…The UC administration, however,
responded by threatening to break the law. For 15 years UC has argued that the Higher
Education Employer–Employee Relations Act or HEERA does not require the
recognition of our unions. But when the Board determined employees’ status under
HEERA to be in the unions’ favor, UC threatened to refuse to bargain and challenged
the constitutionality of HEERA.

UAW organizers thus argued that administrators selectively applied the law in the hopes
of stalling union recognition as long as possible and believed that continuing the legal battle
would fail in gaining a contract without the force of a system-wide strike.

Not only did organizers cite judicial precedent in convincing TAs of the need to strike,
they also pointed out that one of the original authors of the Higher Education Employer–
Employee Relations Act (HEERA), US Congressman Howard Berman, favored the idea of
extending collective bargaining rights to graduate students. In a letter to UC President
Richard Atkinson, Berman wrote:

HEERA clearly establishes the scope of bargaining by excluding such topics as
admission requirements, fees, the award of degrees, the content and supervision of
courses, curricula and research programs…UC bargains with other academic
employees; there is no good reason to avoid bargaining with academic student
employees. Most importantly, the law does not preclude it (The California Aggie,
12/08/98).

452 Qual Sociol (2007) 30:443–458



TAs reacted strongly to this argument, and many who had been unconvinced on
economic and moral grounds were persuaded to strike based on this evidence:

I guess I could be moved to strike. What really upsets me is the administration’s
arrogance in ignoring the San Diego case [a PERB ruling in 1998 that stated that the
administration should recognize the TA union].

All in all, a combination of arguments fostered a sense that framing their identities
primarily as employees would be a positive step for all graduate students who felt
exploited. Although this was a necessary first step in moving towards solidarity at UC,
many TAs were still hesitant to go on strike without some assurance that victory would be
possible. The UAW accomplished this by strategically allocating economic resources as
well as deploying graduate student volunteers in order to convince enough TAs to strike
and eventually win a contract. In the end, a group of unorganizables accepted that they were
in fact primarily exploited employees and only secondarily apprentices in training, allowing
them to subsequently organize a powerful labor action and union.

Why do web designers remain unorganized and what are their future prospects?

There is a small but growing literature on employment instability and union efforts in high-
tech industries (Andresky Fraser 2001; Wilson and Blain 2001; O’Riain 2002; Head 2003;
Christopherson 2004; Rodino-Colocino 2006; van Jaarsveld 2004). It is clear that “a
traditional union-organizing campaign is often not viable because of the realities of their
[high tech workers’] workplace, their contingent employment status, or current labor law”
(Wilson and Blain 2001, p. 32). Wilson and Blain also point out that:

Sweeping generalizations about IT workers or what they want, or what they think
about unions, are inherently invalid. Employers in this shifting and amorphous thing
called the ‘high-tech’ or ‘IT’ industry employ millions of different people performing
thousands of different jobs, at all skill, education, experience, and pay levels (p. 37).

Because of this diversity it makes sense to examine particular specialties within high-
tech (i.e. web design) and explore issues such as organizers’ expectation, employers’ union
actions, and labor market structures in order to understand why workers either support or
oppose unionization. One reason why many high-tech workers more generally hold
negative stereotypes about unions is because there is a great deal of “misinformation about
typical high-tech working conditions” (van Jaarsveld 2004, p. 375) such as workers
enjoying outrageous salaries and perks including “$400 restaurant meals, [and] waterfront
mansions” (ibid.). This often creates a “persistence of antiunion attitudes among potential
members” (p. 380), of course making organizing quite challenging.

One problem in organizing high-tech workers more generally is the fact that the labor
market has “bifurcated” between “well-paying permanent jobs and low-wage, insecure
positions” (Rodino-Colocino 2006, p. 500). Another peculiarity of the high-tech labor
process is the fact that “official wage estimates … are likely to be too generous because of
gaps between accounting methods and labor practices” (ibid.). This means that many
workers’ hourly wages may not reflect their true annual salaries due to downtime and non-
billable hours. Another problem is that most high-tech workers are self-employed
contractors with no health benefits (p. 502), and while one would certainly expect these
workers to organize around this issue, it is complicated by their employment status. On top
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of this, Christopherson (2004) finds, in a comparative study of US, German, and Swedish
new media workers that “new media work [in Europe] is evolving in a form that is closer to
that of the professional, whereas in the United States it is better described as an
entrepreneurial activity in which new media workers sell skills and services in a market”
(p. 543). This means that while European new media workers are forming collective
associations protecting their professional knowledge base and jurisdiction, US workers for
the most part have failed to do so, preferring to frame their careers in more entrepreneurial
terms.

Andresky Fraser (2001) argues that corporations are “squeezing” more work out of
fewer high-tech workers by requiring more work time at home and on the job (p. 8). There
is a contradiction between the sense of optimism of executives in the new economy and the
lived reality of overworked and anxious non-executives (p. 11). The majority of 60+ h/
week workers are white-collar professionals (pp. 20–21). Despite 1998’s stellar economic
growth, 677,000 people were laid off, mainly in electronics and computer-related fields
(p. 138). The growing use of “permatemps” in information technology (IT) industries is
indeed alarming (p. 142), constituting a rapidly growing proportion of all high-tech
employees. In short, while labor market structures are deteriorating for most web designers
and high-tech workers more generally, they have yet to re-frame their identities in terms of
“exploited employees,” choosing instead to consider themselves as struggling entrepreneurs.

I detail elsewhere (Isler 2005) many reasons why web design employment is becoming
riskier, less secure, and less stable. Primary factors include deskilling, the introduction of
cheap desktop publishing software, an increased reliance on outsourcing programming jobs,
and an influx of cheap labor by the end of the 1990s. Web design and IT generally suffered
tremendous setbacks after the dotcom bust of early 2000 and the industry is still trying to
recover. Many of the web designers I interviewed who had been earning $100,000 or more
annually in 1999 were suddenly earning half or less than half that amount only 3 years later.
Unemployment skyrocketed and many web design contractors who could pick and
choose which clients to work with before the bust now work overtime hustling for small
clients. In short, the web design labor market has become incredibly competitive in a
short period of time.

I found that only eight web designers (16%) had been unionized at any point and only
four (8%) were currently unionized—all working in the public sector. When asked how
they felt about unions, many responded negatively (“I don’t like unions”) or felt there was
little benefit in organizing (“I didn’t even know computer workers could unionize!”) Since
so many web designers work simultaneously as independent contractors and paid
employees (Kunda et al. 2001; Barley and Kunda 2004; Fernandez-Mateo 2004; Isler
2005) it is easy to see why there is confusion about their ability to legally form unions
(Benner 2002, pp. 134–135). While most IT workers I interviewed were not currently or
had never been union members, they were organizing, albeit not unions. There has been an
explosion of networking clubs and web design users’ groups—I classify both as LMIs—
although these organizations do not act like unions in terms of advocating for improved
wages, benefits, and other legal protections. I argue that while LMI formation is a first step
towards collective organizing, it is not sufficient to address the financial and professional
problems that many web designers currently encounter nor are they adequately equipped to
deal with issues such as outsourcing and downsizing.

One way that web designers combated this process was to form LMI groups and job
search clubs in order to network. As web designers typically rely on a combination of stable
employment with a primary employer and piecework with clients—what I call “multiple
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simultaneous employment” (Isler 2005)—when many of them lost their jobs in 2000 their
sole source of income was contract and project work. As such, social networking is now
considered a vitally important component of the web design labor process. While forming
networking organizations is one method of organization, I argue that it is insufficient in
reframing worker identities, the major stumbling block for effective organizing. Many web
designers are reluctant to unionize because they have internalized an ideology of
entrepreneurialism and professionalism that treats unions as unacceptable or inappropriate
venues for high-tech workers:

[We] are kind of like the opposite of union. [At least] it started that way. It is not like
the state where you can totally screw around and they will never fire you. (Mary
Anne, 32)

I don’t think I’ve ever heard of any computer [firm], even big ones like HP, with a
union. (Toby, 30)

I don’t think, I mean honestly, I’ve never heard of being in a union for coders
[computer programmers]. I just don’t know. (Iris, 35)

These web designers believe that, as entrepreneurs and professionals, it is completely out
of the realm of possibility to organize effective labor unions. In Goffman’s (1974) terms,
the idea of unionizing is essentially out of the frame of reference for most web designers.
Mary Anne goes so far as to argue that her workplace is the “opposite” of the union in that
“screwing around” will not be tolerated. Underlying this argument is the assumption that
union workers are by definition not professionals. Toby had never heard of any computer
firms organizing and Iris had never heard of programmers unionizing either. In short, for
these three web designers and many others, organizing computer professionals was either
unheard of or unnecessary.

Firms have prevented unionization in web design by relying on workers’ shared
assumptions about professionalism and by exploiting the fact that web designers work
short-term contracts and feel that organizing would not serve their long-term interests. Even
sympathetic web designers concede that anti-union forces have had the upper hand:

No, [at my old job we weren’t unionized.] They tried once after a layoff but they [my
ex-employer] were good at keeping them at bay. (Valerie, 42)

This does not mean that all web designers are not organized. All of the web designers
that I interviewed who were unionized, however, were public employees:

I think the state employees have some sort of union and I guess I fell under that, I
don’t remember any union dues coming out of my paycheck though—they didn’t care
about interns or it may be under a separate category. A&D didn’t have a union there,
as far as I know—I don’t know anybody in the tech field that’s unionized and part of
that comes from I believe the fact that in a lot of states that’s part of state law and it
spilled over into computer sciences and IT. (Rafael, 30)

You’ve got Intel, Hewlett Packard, all these guys who used to offer really great benefit
packages and vacations and now they’re saying, “You come work for us for a year and
six months and we’re gonna lay you off for six months and you can come back.” But
they don’t have to offer any of those services [health insurance]…I’ve never been to a
union meeting but [my job with] the state is union. I don’t even know what they’re
called…I just know that sixteen dollars of my checks go to somebody. (Wade, 35)
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While both Rafael and Wade are default union members, neither of them is politically
involved in the union and both admit being oblivious to the inner workings of the union and
the status of their contracts. I would argue that the combination of work practices that
atomize rather than bring together web designers (i.e. increased contracting and
subcontracting rather than full-time employment) and persistent negative attitudes towards
unionization will make it difficult, albeit not impossible, for web designers to build
organizations that move beyond simply helping them network and move towards protecting
workers’ rights as most unions do.

As more web designers come to terms with unstable, insecure employment will they
collectively organize as TAs have done? It is impossible to predict what will happen
especially in an industry that is as young as web design. While it would be easy to remain
pessimistic, the words of Neil, a 45 year old web design newcomer give me hope:

The longest I worked for one company is two years. And that is because I’m a rebel. I
get bored working for a company for a long time [because] all the personalities begin
to come in and it is a lot easier for me to go along and do a couple jobs with a
company and things would slow down. That is where the union comes in because they
can do that up and down with their manpower. I would always get laid off which was
not a problem for me. I liked going to the next job and you learn new things…As far
as my work all my resources [come] through the union. I’m 100% a union man. I
follow the rules. (Neil, 45)

Although Neil is not the typical web designer, his comments reflect an understanding
that as web design employment becomes more tenuous and unstable, unions might be the
only organizations willing and able to fight for worker security and prosperity.

Conclusion: Where to go from here?

Dan Clawson (2003, p. 17) contends that unions creating “fusion” with new social
movements are effective in organizing previously unorganizable workers and while there is
little doubt that this is the case the problem runs deeper than this. Irene Padavic (2005,
p. 112) points out that many workers partake in “individual contestation” at work,
reconfirming a pro-managerial ideology while undermining unionization and subsequent
collective bargaining. In comparing the successful drive to unionize teaching assistants and
the lack of strong collective organizations within a local web design labor market, two
themes emerge. First, it is clear that mobilizing key financial and strategic resources is
important in any effort to collectively organize workers around themes such as better
wages, health benefits, job security and stability, and formalized grievance reporting and
accountability. Both TAs and web designers have these resources in place as is evidenced
by the cooperative effort of the UAW and local TA unions and in the formation of web
designer users’ groups and networking organizations.

A critical difference between these groups and the variable that best explains why one
group has successfully organized while the other has not lies in how these groups have
framed their workplace identities vis-à-vis organizability. In other words, while TAs
originally considered themselves unorganizable, they were convinced by others—and
ultimately convinced themselves—that they were primarily exploited employees and as
such they had the right to organize just like any other group of workers. For various
reasons, including the persistent ideology of professionalism, social atomization, and lack
of outside groups willing to dedicate resources to organizing, web designers now see
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themselves as unorganizable. While my fear is that working conditions will become so dire
within web design that it will become too late to successfully organize, my hope is that the
LMI organizations now in place will evolve into hybrid unions/occupational associations
that effectively protect the wages, benefits, and jobs of these “itinerant professionals”
(Barley and Kunda 2004, p. 294). Without adequate groundwork in re-framing the
collective workplace identity of web designers and reversing this normalization of unstable,
insecure employment, resource allocation alone will not achieve this goal. Unionists and
other interested parties—including web designers themselves—will ideally make a
concerted effort to reframe their identities in order to avoid becoming permanently
unorganizable.
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Abstract The Freelance Editorial Association, founded in the 1980s, was an organization
of editorial professionals working on contract. Through its 15 years of operation, the
organization developed a model of collective representation and sought to improve
employment practices and work relations for these contingent workers. Expanding through
occupational networks, the association established a program of services and a set of
principles for advocacy, which it applied on behalf of members seeking resolution of
disputes with clients. The organization, however, proved unsustainable. Resource
constraints, labor market structures, and the underlying dynamics of occupational networks,
which operated in the interests of clients as well as freelancers, undermined its model.
Although the association addressed many individual needs, it generated little leverage
toward promoting collective interests. Its efforts, however, offer caveats for the
development of new models of collective representation.

Keywords Contingent work . Contract employment . Collective representation . Networks .

Organizing . Nonstandard work

The proliferation of nonstandard, “contingent,” work arrangements confounds prospects for
expanding worker representation. Often short term and tenuous, with multiple forms and
contractual terms, nonstandard work represents an expansion of external labor markets,
outside the system of stable employment that has been the basis for collective bargaining in
the USA since the mid-1930s (Carre et al. 1994; Kochan and Lipsky 2003). Driven by
employers’ quest for flexible staffing, nonstandard, “contingent,” arrangements allow rapid
changes in the size and composition of a workforce (Kalleberg 2003). Highly mobile, with
multiple employers, these workers may be legally defined as independent contractors—
ineligible for representation under the National Labor Relations Act—or as employees of
staffing agencies—rarely eligible for union membership at an agency’s client site (Mehta and
Theodore 2001; duRivage et al. 1998; Gonos 1997; Vosko 2000). Increasingly, therefore,
analysts have advocated new forms for collective representation (Rubinstein and Heckscher
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2003; Osterman et al. 2001). Organizations based on occupation, some suggest, might address
the interests of some contingent workers, especially professionals who lack long-term
affiliation with a single employer (Cobble 1991b; Cobble and Vosko 2000; Wever 1997).

This article analyzes one such organization, the Freelance Editorial Association, founded
in Boston in 1983 to address the interests of editorial professionals working on contract.
Then as now, editorial freelancers provided services—writing, editing, proofreading,
indexing, project management—for which they received hourly wages or project fees. Then
as now, they negotiated individual agreements, with specific terms that varied from one
project to the next. With an initial membership of freelancers in the publishing industry, the
association soon included editorial professionals with experience in other industries as well.
The association thus appealed to a common occupational identity among its members,
many of whom had been laid off or otherwise derailed from organization-based careers.
Organizing this dispersed workforce, its founders hoped to develop a model for
representing the interests of these contingent workers.

The association grew quickly during the 1980s, building on networks of editorial
professionals who had well-established work-based connections. Often working from home
offices, away from worksite interaction, editorial freelancers depended on networks that
provided information about prospective new projects and occupational trends. To promote
membership, therefore, the association established services that targeted freelancers’
individual needs for information and support. To promote fair employment practices, the
organization developed a set of principles by which to gauge contract terms and resolve
disputes.

Although members endorsed its principles and participated in its program, contradictory
imperatives eventually undermined the association’s strategy. Depending on dues, the
organization devoted substantial resources to attracting members. Seeking collective
representation, it never achieved the numbers that might have impelled formal negotiation.
Instead, the organization intervened on behalf of members in occasional disputes with
clients and sought to mobilize occupational networks to convey information about
violations of fair practice. The same networks, however, also served individuals as they
marketed their services and sought prospective referrals. Individual need, therefore,
superseded collective interests, and the organization could neither consolidate its successes
nor establish itself as an agent of systemic change.

Organizational models for collective representation

Established by the New Deal and institutionalized in the decades that followed, most
collective representation in the USA depends on an adversarial system of firm-based
organizing and bargaining (Flood 1995; Stone 2004).1 In schematic form, the system has
distinct phases. Employees express interest in forming a union. They sign authorization
cards, select a bargaining agent, and petition the National Labor Relations Board for
recognition. The board certifies a “community of interest” that defines a bargaining unit. A
successful election is followed by a series of collectively bargained contracts, each in force
for a specified period. This highly regulated system promotes predictability in work

1The National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) established an industrial model of collective bargaining that
excluded agricultural and domestic workers. In contrast, workers in the garment and construction trades were
granted collective bargaining through prehire agreements enforced by networks of subcontracted production
and hiring halls supplying multiple employers (Gregory and Katz 1979; Wial 1994).
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relations, but it requires a stable workforce, with clearly defined jobs and well-marked
boundaries between managers and workers. In contrast to industrial settings, where this
model best applies, postindustrial employment, including much service work, more often
blurs hierarchical boundaries, promoting greater collaboration, decentered control, and
ongoing negotiation (Cobble 1994; Hinton et al. 1999; Macdonald and Sirianni 1996;
Smith 1997; Wheeler 2002).

The limitations of the New Deal system and the model it established have generated a
number of critiques and proposals for change. To expand the reach of unions, some analysts
have proposed alternatives to firm-based bargaining, often with changes in US labor law.
One proposal involves multi-employer agreements extending across geographic regions or
industrial sectors, so that workers moving from one site to another would be covered by the
same contractual terms (Wial 1994; Middleton 1999). Another involves broad-based
associations, where principles of practice might apply to different segments of workers
(Heckscher 1996). “Associational unions,” this proposal suggests, could remain fluid sets
of alliances, relying less on contractual uniformity than on multilateral affiliations and an
expanded system of rights. Unions based on occupation, in contrast, could anchor groups of
workers in labor markets for specific skills (Cobble 1991a). Operating much like hiring
halls that mediate employment in some industries, “occupational unions” could simulta-
neously forge agreements with employers and enforce standards of performance established
by workers themselves.

The model of occupational unions that Cobble (1991a) proposes stems from her analysis
of a waitresses’ union that operated a system of hiring halls during the early twentieth century.
There, organizational leverage for the union depended not on stable worksite membership but
on control of local labor markets (Cobble 1991b). Access to work created a significant
incentive for membership, and the promise of a high-quality, disciplined workforce provided
an incentive for employers to hire through the union. The hiring hall, in turn, allocated work
across the membership and so promoted employment security for a segment of the
waitressing workforce. This “craft model” of representation, however, requires prehire
agreements with employers, which the National Labor Relations Act all but eliminated as a
legally sanctioned practice outside construction and related trades (Cobble 1994; Stone 2004).
Nonetheless, as workforce mobility has increased, occupation-based organizations have
appealed to a range of workers, including professionals with portable skills.

In some occupations, professional organizations share characteristics of occupational
unions: providing affiliation, offering information, and promoting labor market links between
workers and employers (Jones 1996; Middlehurst and Kennie 1997; Osterman et al. 2001).
Where high mobility makes occupational connections important for prospective job seekers,
professional organizations may facilitate long-term employability. Organizations that promote
work-based connections, however, typically include a mix of employees, managers, and
educators who share an occupation but not an employment status (Benner 2002; Saxenian
1996). This varied membership may provide important services but is unlikely to replicate the
function of a union, representing the collective interests of similarly situated workers. Rather
than negotiate employment terms, such organizations are more effective in forging
relationships that may, in turn, mediate labor market access for their members.

Common to recently proposed models of representation is the extension of networks
spanning the boundaries of individual employers or linking groups of affiliated workers.
Networks that connect individuals in local labor markets, employees in an industry, or
practitioners of an occupation might coalesce to promote the interests of specific
constituencies (Osterman et al. 2001). Membership in a network might connect groups of
workers in specific sectors or industries and so might also support a mobile workforce by
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offering information about future workforce needs. Networks might thus promote
employability for workers whose careers take them frequently from one employer to
another. Organizations seeking to represent skilled contingent workers might draw on
existing networks of occupational practitioners, variously termed contractors, consultants,
or freelancers (Cobble 1994; Heckscher 1996; Horowitz 2000; Kuhn and Rayman 2005).

The story of the Freelance Editorial Association provides an opportunity to analyze a
model of collective representation built on networks of contract professionals. With editorial
freelancing the association’s focus, members shared an occupation and a contractual status.
Promising information and advocacy, the organization sought to improve levels of pay,
promote better employment practices, and create negotiating leverage for editorial
professionals working outside the norms and regulations of standard, organization-based
employment. Resource constraints, labor market structures, and the underlying dynamics of
occupational networks, however, rendered the organization unsustainable over time.

Sources of data

Organizational documents comprise much of the data chronicling the Freelance Editorial
Association. Unpublished documents include membership records; minutes of meetings;
and notes, logs, memos, and correspondence among members and leaders. Published
documents include the association’s quarterly newsletter, issued from 1985 until 1998; its
Yellow Pages, which advertised members’ services to clients; its Code of Fair Practice,
completed in 1990; and various flyers and notices. Unpublished documents come
principally from files kept by two of the organization’s leaders from 1984 to 1993 and
by two others from 1994 to 1998. These include membership surveys and logs of phone
calls to the office, staffed from 1986 to 1998 by a member hired to respond to inquiries.
Documents also include records of grievances brought by members seeking the
association’s help in resolving dispute. Additional logs kept by coordinators of the
Members’ Network document processes of collegial exchange.

As a member of the association’s founding committee, I participated in the decisions that
established its program, and I remained involved as a member of the steering committee
until early 1990. My own files constitute field notes that document organizational planning
and decision making. During my tenure on the steering committee, I attended most
meetings and took notes, usually for my own reference, often with an eye toward
organizational strategy. As an active participant, I took stands on questions that concerned
the association, its members, and editorial freelancers as a constituency and was thus a
partisan in the setting, shaping events as well as observing their course (Grills 1998; Thorne
1988). I further participated in developing components of the association’s program, and I
attended public events and membership meetings.

Six interviews with former members augment documentary and observational data. I
conducted three of these in 2002, while collecting data for a larger project on contract
professionals, and three more during 2005, with former members willing to share their files
and recollections. Semi-structured interviews focused on the association’s programs and
strategies and on retrospective assessments of its effectiveness. Informants recounted
organizational decisions, personal experiences, and relationships with colleagues. Three
who were still editorial freelancers at the time of the interview reflected on the current lack
of any comparable organization. Interviews lasted two to five hours and took place in
informants’ homes. With the informant’s consent, I taped and transcribed five of these
interviews, so that I might capture the data verbatim and compare accounts. I took notes
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during the other interview, while the informant and I reviewed files of documents and
discussed the experiences they evoked.

The expansion of editorial freelancing

Editorial freelancing was well institutionalized by 1983, when the Freelance Editorial
Association was founded. In the publishing industry in particular, freelancers had long
augmented the ranks of employees, who held standard jobs and occupied fixed positions in
employing organizations (Caplette 1981; Sheehan 1952; Tebbel 1981). Unlike employees,
freelancers worked on contract, typically hired for a specific project or defined period.
Rather than employers, they had clients. Rather than salaries, they received hourly wages or
project fees, which for many, had to cover “benefits,” such as health insurance and pension
contributions, which standard jobs typically provided.

Employees might expect organizational careers, as they moved from one position to the
next, either within a firm or across its boundaries, to another position elsewhere.
Freelancers, in contrast, moved from one project to another, without formal positions and
without the expectation of long-term employment with any single client. Together, they
comprised an external labor market, augmenting staffs of colleagues with standard jobs. In
their dealings with clients, most freelancers depended on prior experience in standard
employment, where they had learned occupational norms and practices. As individuals,
however, their leverage was limited, and clients exerted greater bargaining power, even as
many complained about a dearth of capable freelancers.

The freelance workforce began to expand in the decades following World War II, as
commercial publishing firms restructured and established bureaucratic systems with jobs that
fit identifiable categories (Coser et al. 1982; Tebbel 1981). As the over-arching title of editor
came to encompass different aspects of editorial work, a hierarchy of functions gave
acquisitions editors, or sponsoring editors, the greatest authority. Below them were those who
did the hands-on work: copy editors, developmental editors, manuscript editors, copywriters,
proofreaders. The proliferation of titles denoted positions that marked areas of responsibility
and appeared in different combinations and in different segments of the industry. Gone were
the days of the “gentleman editor,” who had occupied a prestigious position, with much
autonomy and little accountability for financial success (Warburg 1960).

By the 1960s and 1970s, simultaneous pressures to hire more employees and contain
costs had led to an influx of women, who entered the lower ranks of editorial hierarchies,
mostly in jobs that paid them less than their male counterparts (Caplette 1981; Reskin
1990). As it feminized, therefore, editorial work became subject to both devaluation and
stricter bureaucratic control. Feminization, some analysts suggest, was a precondition for
expanding the freelance workforce, which grew alongside staff employment until, by the
1980s, freelancers had assumed much of the hands-on editorial work (Colgan and
Tomlinson 1996; Osnowitz 2000; Tebbel 1981). Often working offsite, in home offices,
these workers might seem all but indistinguishable from “stay-at-home moms.” Freelancing
thus seemed gender appropriate, an arrangement for women, for whom paid work could
appear to be a secondary pursuit.2

2Reskin (1990) cites personal communication indicating that, in 1987, women in editorial freelancing
appeared to outnumber men three to one. The association’s records suggest a higher percentage of women,
initially comprising more than 90% of members. The percentage of men, however, gradually increased and
had reached more than 20% by 1993.
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The feminization of editorial work also meant that, by the 1970s, the publishing industry
employed large numbers of women in lower-level jobs (Caplette 1981; Johnson 1976).
Suspecting discrimination, employees at different companies began to challenge their
employers (Publishers Weekly 1970). Some filed class-action lawsuits demanding equal pay
(Margles 1975; Mello 1980a, b; Publishers Weekly 1973; Reuter 1978b). Others mounted
union-organizing campaigns and sought to address inequities through collective bargaining
(Dong 1979; Reuter 1978a; 1979; 1980; 1981). These efforts spurred changes—some
required by court order—to practices that had limited women’s advancement. The same
challenges, however, likely contributed to reductions in staff and corresponding increases in
editorial freelancing (Tebbel 1981). Outside standard, organizational employment, dispersed
workers would have less leverage for collective challenge. As independent contractors, too,
they would be unable to bargain collectively or seek redress for discrimination under US
labor and employment law (Carnevale et al. 1998; duRivage et al. 1998).

Founded in the wake of a decade of collective action, the Freelance Editorial Association
sought to extend a struggle for better employment. One immediate goal was to make
editorial freelancers visible, to legitimate freelancing both to colleagues on staff and to
industry managers, who readily viewed freelancers as secondary and subordinate (Dong
1980; Publishers Weekly 1976). Of the nine members of the association’s founding
committee, seven had been actively involved in organizing efforts while on staff at different
publishers. All but one had left their jobs involuntarily, after layoffs had reduced in-house
staffing. Their trajectories into contingent work represented a common pattern in the wake
of corporate mergers, acquisitions, and restructuring (Carter 1983; Coser et al. 1982;
Granger et al. 1995). Coming together, therefore, they brought common experiences, both
as editorial professionals and as activists for workforce equality.

Organizing dispersed contract workers

Despite much activism, the association’s founding committee had few readily available
organizational models to emulate. In 1983, the labor movement had barely recognized the
growing contingent workforce, and the professional organizations to which some
freelancers belonged had little interest in collective advocacy.3 To launch an organizing
drive, the committee first considered formal affiliation, perhaps with a local union that
might view a freelancers’ organization as a pilot project. An established union, some
members reasoned, could provide seed money to develop strategies that might, in turn,
inform organizing for other dispersed workers. But the project had little appeal. Even
among unions representing significant numbers of women, editorial freelancers were far
from a priority.4 As one member recorded in the minutes, “They [union staff approached by
the founding committee] don’t think we’re a good prospect. The attitude is that freelancers
aren’t all that serious or else we’d be working full time.”

3For example, Book Builders, a trade organization in the publishing industry, convened a range of
practitioners. More occupationally focused organizations—among them the American Medical Writers
Association and the Society for Technical Communications—provided educational forums, which attracted a
segment of editorial freelancers.
4Founding members looked first to District 925, chartered in 1981 by the Service Employees International
Union to organize clerical workers. Its predecessor was Boston-based Local 925, established in 1976 by
members of the Boston chapter of 9 to 5, Organization for Women Office Workers, which had developed
several class-action lawsuits charging local publishers with sex discrimination (Glick 1984).
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The notion that freelancers were less legitimate—perhaps only part-time or intermittent
workers—was pervasive, consistent with broader cultural assumptions about women doing
paid work at home (Boris 1994; Christensen 1988). Labor organizations had long provided
little support for home-based workers, usually women, whose paid employment was barely
visible (Daniels 1989; duRivage and Jacobs 1989). Concerned that freelancers themselves
shared this devaluation of their employment status, organizers chose “making freelancing a
viable career” as the theme of the association’s first outreach meeting. The theme both
challenged a widespread sense of marginality and asserted a need for collective
representation. Convened with a list of about 350 names compiled through informal
networks, the meeting drew close to 200 people, more than two-thirds of whom quickly
joined the fledgling organization. With a dues-paying membership, the founding committee
could itself claim some measure of legitimacy and so embarked on an organizing campaign.

The association thus became independent and never again seriously investigated the
possibility of affiliation. In contrast, the National Writers Union, founded at about the same
time, affiliated a few years later with the United Auto Workers, and in 1998, the newly
founded Washington Alliance of Technical Workers (WashTech), based near Seattle,
affiliated with the Communication Workers of America (van Jaarsveld 2004). In both cases,
affiliation provided financial resources. Unlike the Freelance Editorial Association,
therefore, these organizations established ties to a broader labor movement and
simultaneously secured stable funding. These organizations also included both contingent
workers and employees with standard, organization-based jobs, and each now maintains a
presence in a number of different, though related, occupational labor markets.

The Freelance Editorial Association, however, focused on a single occupational group.
Unlike editorial employees, freelancers worked on contract. Unlike freelance journalists,
whose interests were the focus of the National Writers Union, editorial freelancers sold
services, rather than written products, to their clients. With its constituency narrowly
defined, organizers reasoned, the association could best unite workers experiencing
comparable employment practices. Limiting the association to a group of similarly situated
workers with specific sets of skills, the organization sought to create leverage in a specific
occupational labor market.

A key element of the organization’s strategy became its Code of Fair Practice, intended
to serve as a “guide to business relationships between editorial freelancers and clients”
(Freelance Editorial Association 1991, p. iv).5 Drawing on issues identified in membership
meetings and surveys, the Code specified a range of contractual terms and articulated
principles, some of which represented a significant departure from longstanding norms. For
example, the Code called for interest charges in case of late payment, reservation fees for
holding a freelancer’s time in advance, and cancellation fees for projects withdrawn without
notice. Adherence to its guidelines, the association asserted, would constitute fair
employment for freelancers.

To assert their interests as working professionals, the association urged members to
apply the Code. “Simply signing the client’s standard form won’t provide the freelancer
with a comprehensive contract,” one newsletter exhorted. “The freelancer who documents
the agreement and clarifies its terms is acting professionally” (Association Editorial 1993,
p. 2). The association thus framed individual negotiation as a professional skill. Unlike a

5A revised and pared-back version of the Code of Fair Practice is posted on the website of the Editorial
Freelancers Association, which dates from 1970 but had, by the 1980s, abandoned collective advocacy ( http://
www.the-efa.org).
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collectively bargained agreement, however, the Code of Fair Practice was never an
outcome of bilateral negotiation and so lacked the leverage for enforcement that a union
contract provides. Rather than detailed contract terms, it presented general principles
governing work relations and so represented a key characteristic of associational unionism
(Heckscher 1996).

Yet few editorial freelancers wanted to call their organization a union. Like many
professionals, most had little experience with unions but nonetheless expressed negative, or
at least ambivalent, views (Heifetz 2000; Hurd 2000; Milton 2003). Even the few who had
been union members preferred to call the organization an association. To them, a union
connoted bureaucratic structures, with narrow jobs that few freelancers claimed to be
seeking. The word “association,” in contrast, underscored the fluidity and individual agency
inherent in an employment relationship that was open to frequent negotiation as freelancers
moved from one assignment to the next. Successive membership surveys affirmed the
appeal of a freelancers’ organization. As one member recalled, “We could have included
staff…. But they were more pigeon-holed, and freelancers could do different things, move
around…. People who went back [on staff] sometimes stayed on [as members], but I don’t
think for long unless they went back to freelancing.”

Mobilizing occupational networks

By the early 1980s, therefore, the two segments of the editorial workforce—one on staff,
the other on contract—were always in flux, as freelancers moved not only from project to
project but also, occasionally, back to standard jobs and then again to freelancing
(Granger et al. 1995; Osnowitz 2006). As the freelance workforce expanded, this high
mobility contributed to the development of boundary-spanning networks, which included
staff employees. Collaborative relationships with their counterparts on staff meant that
editorial freelancers were largely unreceptive to strategies that appeared to target
employees at client firms. Rather, many freelancers saw employees as colleagues and,
on occasion, as allies who could act on their behalf. As one member recalled, “I remember
[a staff editor] kind of surreptitiously helping me get a higher rate,… you know, without
letting her boss know… The problems were higher up. Lots of them [staff employees]
knew they might become freelancers,… just about any time.” Workforce volatility could
thus contribute to a sense of common cause among editorial professionals, despite
differences in contractual status.

The alliances created in this decentralized workforce bear some resemblance to the
conditions for organizing home health care workers, among whom recent campaigns have
led to unionization in a few states (Boris and Klein 2006; Delp and Quan 2002; Gerrick
2003). Home care workers, too, have little day-to-day contact with each other and instead
interact regularly with those who use their services. As with editorial freelancers,
organizing strategies for care workers mobilized networks to reach an occupational
community. Occupational structures, however, led to different strategies. Unlike the
variable arrangements that govern editorial freelancing, terms of employment for care
workers are regulated by public policy. The clients who receive care are also individual
consumers rather than firms where colleagues are subject to employer control. Local
campaigns for home care providers, therefore, organized clients as allies. One goal, too,
was to reclassify these workers as employees, rather than contractors, and to create public
entities with which a union could negotiate.

Editorial freelancers might also have contested their classification as contractors (Linder
1999), but public campaigns were always an unlikely strategy. Unlike care providers—
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predominately women of color—editorial freelancers were not low-wage workers engaged
in an occupation with a moral dimension that could garner broad coalitions for public
support. Rather, they were mostly white middle-class professionals, many with multiple
prospects for employment. Few saw their contractual status as inherently problematic. As
surveys of members consistently indicated, the problems of client relations were lack of
leverage to improve wages, to insist on an accurate representation of editorial work, and to
exercise some form of recourse in case of client default. Although a few freelancers
reported difficulties finding clients and remaining employed, most found work readily
available, at least most of the time. Comparatively well educated, with considerable human
capital, editorial freelancers could also, increasingly, seek new clients in an expanding
market for their services.

By the late 1980s, members were indeed finding new clients. In the publishing industry
in particular, large firms were subcontracting entire operations and turning instead to
suppliers (Baker 1999; Clark 1994). The result was a proliferation of “packagers,” which
comprised networks of small firms, many dependent on freelancers. Increasingly, too,
members cited a variety of clients, beyond the publishing industry, where many had first
gained experience. As one survey response noted in 1992, “Companies used to have
publications people who did newsletters and corporate PR. Now they hire freelancers. In
the last year I’ve worked in law firms, training companies, and computers.” The
association’s newsletter reflected this wider clientele, with articles featuring topics like
project management, technical writing, and corporate communications (Christensen 1995;
Kramer 1992; Swanson 1991). The same editorial services, these articles explained, were in
demand in a growing number of industries, where written materials might support other
products or services.

An expanding clientele was welcome news to a great many freelancers, but the market’s
widening scope also altered the prospects for local organizing. Rather than a few large and
prominent firms, freelancers were increasingly contracting with intermediaries, some acting
as staffing agencies, others as links in elongated chains of development and production
(Gonos 1997; Harrison 1994; Harvey 1989). Increasingly, too, overnight mail and
electronic communications were transforming occupational practice, so that freelancers
and clients could contract from considerable distances. Unlike workers in the film industry,
which remained largely localized despite similar restructuring (Coe 2000; Storper and
Christopherson 1987), freelancers readily spanned spatial as well as industry boundaries.
Editorial freelancers thus became less clustered in local labor markets, around large
publishing companies, than broadly dispersed across much of the USA and, increasingly,
around the globe.

Labor market structures thus differentiated editorial freelancing from other forms of
contract work, more amenable to local organizing. In the 1990s, for example, the first
“justice for janitors” campaigns, developed by the Service Employees International Union,
challenged the effects of contracting out, which had made most janitors employees of
contracting companies that supplied building services (Chun 2005; Rudy 2004; Williams
1999). Similarly, in 2002, the New York Taxi Workers Alliance challenged conditions of
industry restructuring that had made taxi drivers independent contractors who leased their
cabs and bore most risks of doing business (Fine 2006). Both cases engaged a
decentralized, largely immigrant workforce in strategies to win public support. Each
campaign, however, organized local workers in a given urban area, identified key allies, and
targeted local regimes. As with home care providers, organizers sought to gain visibility
and exercise political leverage. Here, too, a low-wage workforce, with few employment
options, could cultivate moral outrage in the wake of growing urban inequality.
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The problems of editorial freelancers, in contrast, appeared less acute, or at least less
likely to garner widespread support. Rather, the scope of both the market and the
membership suggested the need to reach a more dispersed constituency. With meetings in
eastern New England no longer accessible even to a sizable majority of members, the
association expanded its Members’ Network, a mechanism designed to promote
occupational connections that could readily reach editorial freelancers in disparate locales.
The Network was a matching system run by coordinators who connected members seeking
information with other members who had volunteered, in advance, to discuss specific
topics. Participants self-identified their expertise about a variety of areas: types of editorial
skills, related resources, office equipment, specific clients. Before widespread use of e-mail
and on-line chat, any member could call a coordinator and ask for names and numbers of
these volunteers.

Consistently, through most of the association’s years of operation, close to three-quarters
of dues-paying members submitted their names to the Network. Offering to assist their
colleagues, members affirmed a key assumption underlying the organization’s mission:
rather than view each other principally as competitors, these contingent workers saw their
colleagues as sources of community and mutual support. Decentralized and relatively easy
to maintain, the Network became a ready tool for reaching an increasingly dispersed
workforce. In 1990, therefore, the association recruited regional Network coordinators, who
could involve members far from New England, where the steering committee continued to
govern the association. Regional coordinators were also well positioned to organize
meetings where groups of freelancers might forge connections through the auspices of the
association.

Maintaining an organization

Through most of the 1990s, coordinators organized meetings in areas where at least a few
members lived. A steady stream of potential new members, most of whom reported hearing
about the association through a colleague, attested to the effectiveness of existing networks
for conveying information in a mobile, ever-changing workforce. Most meetings generated
at least a few new members and often many more additions to a much larger mailing list,
which in turn generated at least a few memberships during annual renewal drives. Sharing
information, participants demonstrated an interest in reciprocal exchange typically
associated with social capital and mutual aid as means for building solidarity among
organized workers (Bacharach et al. 2001; Jarley 2005).

The accessibility of its program, however, also contributed to a “free-rider problem”
(Olson 1965), in which nonmembers could benefit from the organization without affiliating
or contributing directly to its efforts. To attract members, the association developed a range
of services, including its newsletter, Members’ Network, occasional “members only”
events, and the opportunity to advertise in its Yellow Pages, which it distributed to clients
known to hire freelancers. Offering services, the association explicitly appealed to ongoing
needs for information and exposure in an occupational labor market, which all editorial
freelancers shared. Such a program, organizers hoped, would promote a collective identity
and concern for common interests.

The services the association provided, however, represented a set of strategic choices
that excluded some available options. In particular, the organization chose not to sponsor
formal training in editorial skills. As one member explained, “We didn’t want to be a
training organization, to teach people the ‘how to’s.’’… People who wanted courses weren’t
always freelancers anyway.” Although it did, for several years, sponsor a “career day” as a
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fundraiser featuring short sessions open to the public, the association rejected the prospect
of a larger educational program, which might have provided a steady source of funds.
Unlike the similarly named Editorial Freelancers Association, based in New York, its
project was not professionalization, to promote editorial standards, but advocacy, to
promote employment standards. Unlike WashTech, which offers courses covering technical
skills (van Jaarsveld 2004), the association identified experienced practitioners, presumably
with little need for training, as its principal constituency. As a result, the organization
depended mostly on membership dues.

Each year, however, some number of potential members, never possible to quantify,
remained unwilling to join. Efforts to sustain membership required ongoing outreach,
which was labor intensive and depended either on volunteers willing to contact colleagues
or on resources to pay for these tasks. After 1985, the association spent some portion of its
budget each year on staff and usually hired members on a contract basis, becoming, in
effect, one of their clients. In 1988, for example, the organization paid a member to
coordinate a membership drive and simultaneously “weed” a mailing list with more than
3,000 names. The coordinator reported an increase in 227 members, a mailing list half its
original size, and much evidence of free riding: “People on the mailing list aren’t all
freelancers, but some who are won’t join…. Nonrenewals have a hundred reasons, but most
say they’ll join if there’s something they want.”

Opting to make membership readily accessible, the founding committee first set dues at
$35, an amount far less than equivalent union dues for worksite representation. Yet as one
founding member recalled, “If we’d set dues that high, we’d have had to deliver a lot more
a lot faster…. The way we did it, more people would join.” An expanding program and
corresponding expenses then justified a slow rise in the cost of membership, to $120 in
1997, the last year of increase. Resource constraints, however, always meant that the
association relied on volunteers for some essential maintenance. Until 1998, a year before it
folded, the organization sustained a core of active members—including a steering
committee, project committees, and occasional volunteers—who usually numbered from
20 to 60. The number of volunteers also fluctuated from year to year, as did the size of the
dues-paying membership, which reached its peak at about 1,600 in 1993 and then gradually
declined.

With its narrow, occupational focus and middle-class constituency, the association was
never eligible for foundation funding available to organizations with a broader educational
purpose or a social justice mission (Fine 2006; Ostrander 1995). Although lack of external
funding allowed latitude to develop a strategy without external accountability, some
possibilities for attracting members went untested. For example, group discounts on health
insurance might have appealed to those who lacked insurance through another source.
Insurance plans, however, required a threshold number of participants in a local market, and
as one member recalled, “Everyone wouldn’t have been able to use it.”

Other organizations have made different choices. For example, both the National Writers
Union and New York-based Working Today have broadly dispersed members but sponsor
health insurance available in only parts of the USA. Providing insurance helps maintain
membership and further informs a public policy agenda for each organization. Unions of
creative artists in the film industry have, over time, assumed even greater administrative
functions, managing not only employment benefits but also, in some cases, payment for
“residuals” when creative work appears in new venues (Paul and Kleingartner 1994). These
unions thus directly address members’ economic interests while providing essential
services. The Freelance Editorial Association, in contrast, maintained lists of resources
but avoided administering services directly.
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Occupational advocacy: choices and tensions

Support in client relations, therefore, became the association’s primary service, and meetings and
publications the chief means for promoting its principles. As one former freelancer mused, “I
could look at a newsletter just to sort of remind myself about the bigger picture…. Especially
when I was dealing with a new client, I’d read them over.” Advocacy, however, meant not only
individual assistance but also collective efforts to effect systemic change, andwith the ratification
of the Code of Fair Practice in 1990, the association sought new strategies. The founding
committee had considered targeting a large client firm to seek endorsement of the Code, much
as “justice for janitors” campaigns have targeted local building owners, whose economic
leverage can affect contract terms. By the 1990s, however, an increasingly decentralized and
diversified market had limited the prospects for exerting influence by engaging a key client in
negotiations. Instead, the association established a Fair Practice Committee, to develop a
system to assist individual members in resolving client disputes.

Appeals to principle

Modeling its system, in part, on union grievance committees, the Fair Practice Committee
developed a mechanism for direct advocacy. For members experiencing problems with
client relations, the newsletter explained, “Assistance takes many forms. Possible forms of
assistance are (1) advice in contacting the client, (2) direct communication with the client
on the member’s behalf, (3) guidance in a continuing course of action to resolve the
dispute” (Association Resources 1992). Claiming authority to represent members meant
declaring the organization’s legitimacy as an agent representing a freelance workforce.
Although it had side-stepped direct negotiation, the association nonetheless sought to use its
Code to promote client accountability to its principles.

The Fair Practice Committee developed a protocol. The initial response required
documenting the terms of an agreement and tracing subsequent developments in writing, to
establish a “paper trail” that could support an appeal for redress. If a client was
unresponsive, the committee usually counseled a second try, this time with “cc: Freelance
Editorial Association” added to a letter of complaint. Visibly alerting the association
widened the scope of conflict, implying that the organization would be involved in any
further action. Of 38 documented disputes that reached this point between 1991 and 1996,
all but seven were settled within months, mostly in the freelancer’s favor. The association
could not claim with certainty that its intervention had been the cause of resolution. Indeed,
clients rarely conceded so directly. Yet all of these disputes had been protracted problems,
which individuals had been unsuccessful at solving on their own.

Clients’ concern for their own reputations as fair-dealing businesses apparently informed
resolution. Clients needed capable editorial freelancers, usually on a regular basis, and
disputes could, potentially, undermine their ability to hire. With an organized network of
freelancers, therefore, the association was positioned to disseminate information about
client practices. In 1992, for example, one member of the Fair Practice Committee
described a client’s response to a member’s complaint of nonpayment: “Just called [staff
editor’s name] to follow up,” she noted in the file. “He didn’t want to discuss [member’s
name] at all, just said ‘we don’t want to involve the whole Freelance Editorial Association
in this.’” Similarly, in 1994, a member wrote, in a letter of thanks to the Fair Practice
Committee, “When [the client] called back and offered me another job, I was surprised, but
all they really said was ‘no hard feelings, and please don’t discuss the issue.’ I think they’re
afraid more freelancers will find out.”
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Most disputes involved payment, schedules, or project specifications. For example, one
client had refused to pay for an index delivered months after the agreed-upon date but only a
week after the freelancer had received proofs for the final chapter. Another had sought to
“chisel” a freelancer’s hourly rate after a project had demandedmuchmore time—and therefore
greater cost—than originally planned. In such cases, the association could easily act as
advocate. More equivocal were cases where the freelancer might be somehow at fault. There,
the Fair Practice Committee would try to identify a violated principle and, where possible, take
a stand. Yet the organization avoided sanctioning members who were, in the committee’s
judgment, culpable for the problems they faced. Instead, as letters on behalf of members
typically explained, “the association acts to support and inform its members about unfair
practices.” Implied in such language was the possibility of exposure for delinquent clients.

Paradoxically, however, most members objected to public exposure of their disputes.
Although those who asked for support welcomed resolution, none was ever willing to speak
publicly about a problem or allow the newsletter to identify its details. At issue for most
was concern for their own reputations. Publicizing a conflict, their objections indicated,
might reflect badly on a freelancer’s editorial skills or ability to manage client relations.
Indeed, many freelancers considered effective working relationships, often evidenced by
repeat business, a mark of their expertise. The association, too, emphasized the individual
agency that freelancers assumed. “Most grievances are resolved amicably, and in the
majority of cases the Freelance Editorial Association does not even become involved with
the client,” the newsletter explained. “We can usually provide the guidance you need to
resolve the situation on your own” (Fair Practice Committee 1995).

The association thus conveyed a double message: consider the organization a voice for
collectively defining and enforcing fair practice, but depend on it principally to teach you
negotiating skills. Those who needed assistance, such messages implied, might be
somehow less than capable. Members whose disputes became public might, therefore, find
their reputations sullied and future work harder to find. One member who had edited
several newsletters recalled the resistance: “I’d call someone who’d had lots of help, you
know, with people really going out of their way, [and] I’d hit a wall…. People said they’d
drop their membership. I remember the one who threatened to sue said, ‘Are you trying to
keep me from working again?’” Publicizing its success in enforcing fair practice, the
association hoped to enhance its legitimacy as the collective voice for editorial freelancers.
Members’ reticence, however, revealed the risk these workers perceived: occupational
networks that could carry information about client practices—and so promote favorable
resolution of conflicts—could also tarnish freelancers, who depended on the same networks
to remain employable over time.

Questions of quality: Certification and referral

The association might have sought to appropriate the dynamics of freelancers’ networks,
perhaps by establishing some form of market mediation. It might, for example, have
assumed the role of gatekeeper, screening prospective members to determine that they were
indeed capable in one or more editorial skills. Instead, the organization consistently
affirmed its mission but admitted anyone willing to pay dues. Lacking a means for ensuring
competence, therefore, the association could make no claims about the quality of its
members’ work. On occasion, someone would raise the possibility of developing and
conferring formal credentials, but most freelancers felt that a system of certification would
be cumbersome and at odds with collective advocacy. As one member of the Fair Practice
Committee recalled, “If the client wasn’t happy with someone, we were more like the
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person’s lawyer than a judge…. We didn’t want to get bogged down in arguments about
someone’s work.” Judging competence risked internal conflicts over members’ abilities,
which, many feared, could undermine the solidarity and support that the association sought
to foster.

Further complicating judgment was a lack of widely accepted criteria for quality editorial
work. Although basic copy editing usually meant attention to grammar, spelling, and
consistency, much editorial work involved more discretionary tasks: rewording awkward
language, analyzing the structure of arguments, rewriting to address specific audiences.
Editorial revisions typically involved myriad minor decisions that depended on context.
What, for example, constituted a comprehensive index? A gross translation? The “soft skills”
of editorial work—managing information, interacting with team members—were especially
difficult to assess, yet these were often important to a freelancer’s success.

A lack of contemporaneous scrutiny posed yet another obstacle. Performed in solitary
concentration, editorial work could be reviewed only after it was completed. Unlike unionized
waitresses, who could monitor the quality of service from moment to moment—and often
witnessed each other’s mistakes (Cobble 1991a)—editorial freelancers had no efficient means
for assessing each other’s performance. As one former member noted, “People on staff, the
ones who hire freelancers, they can’t figure out how to manage it either, so why should we?…
That’s not why people paid dues.” Given the complexities of professional judgment—and the
resources that certification would have required—the association never attempted to establish
a formal system of referral, to match freelancers with clients.

Had the association opted to act as labor market mediator, some means for ensuring
workforce quality would likely have been necessary. Much as Cobble’s (1991a) historical
model of occupational unionism depended on union enforcement for standards of service,
contemporary hiring halls also exercise quality control. In the building trades, for example,
a renewed emphasis on occupational standards has recently augmented longstanding
apprenticeship programs as one means for competing with nonunion builders (Applebaum
1999; Palladino 2005; Grabelsky and Erlich 1999). In other occupations where for-profit
market intermediaries have proliferated—domestic work, child care, day labor—worker
cooperatives and centers similarly promise a trained workforce that will meet performance
standards (Brooks 2005; Fine 2006; Kerr and Dole 2005; Smith 2001; 2004).

For editorial freelancers, in contrast, labor market mediation depended less on formal
organization than on decentralized processes through which individual practitioners
assumed responsibility for referring each other. Despite the expansion of the staffing
industry during the 1980s and 1990s (Gonos 1997; Vosko 2000), few freelancers reported
depending on staffing agencies as labor market brokers. As a longtime member recalled, “I
don’t think too many really good people had to use them [staffing agencies], unless the
client insisted…. Most people still find work on their own.” Indeed, referrals from
colleagues were for most freelancers a principal source of new clients, usually when a
freelancer was too busy to accept an assignment and had to turn a client away. “I find work
in all kinds of ways,” one member responded, in 1992, to a survey question, “but mostly
through people I meet…. Other people recommend me.”

A recommendation, however, meant assessing a colleague’s abilities, which could
reflect, ultimately, on the person making the referral. Freelancers therefore took special care
in referring each other, as one member, still freelancing, explained, “Of course, I never
recommend just anyone. It’s a reflection on me…. I let the client know, you know, whether
I know the person’s work, whether I’ve worked with them.” Many freelancers saw referrals
as an exercise in self-interest. Recommending a colleague might entail a reciprocal referral
at some future time. Responding to a client’s need might also enhance an individual’s
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prospects for future offers of work. “I think clients would call me back [with subsequent
offers of new projects] because I helped them when they needed it,” a former member, no
longer freelancing, explained. “That’s a big reason for recommending people.” Judging
competence thus fell to individual freelancers, who informally evaluated each other’s
performance as they considered whom to refer.

As members sought employability in an ever-changing labor market, therefore, the
prospect of referral guided collegial exchange. Attending meetings, freelancers could
engage in shop talk that signaled their skills. Referring each other, they could build their
reputations for sound professional judgment. As one regional coordinator reported in 1996,
“People don’t really want to talk about the Code of Fair Practice in a group. They want to
know who’s hiring. They want to talk about what they’re doing.” The ongoing need for
occupational connection sustained interest in the association, as participants might always
glean new information. Attention to fair practice, however, became an individual problem,
to be addressed privately and rarely exposed.

Divergence of needs and interests

Occupational processes were thus at odds with an organizational message that promoted
fair practice by highlighting standards and exposing violations. Although the Code of Fair
Practice served effectively as a basis for resolving conflicts, difficulties with client relations
could also cast a shadow of suspicion over an individual freelancer’s competence.
Individuals involved in conflicts thus had reason to avoid public visibility. Indeed, although
each issue of the association’s newsletter explained procedures for appeal to the Fair
Practice Committee, the names of its members never appeared. Unlike coordinators for the
Members’ Network, they revealed their identities only rarely, when intervening directly
with a client on a member’s behalf.

The association continued to promote and expand professional networks. Regional
coordinators held topic meetings to discuss occupational trends, with attention to area
industries that employed large numbers of freelancers. Participating in its program, editorial
freelancers acknowledged reliance, at least in part, on referrals provided by colleagues,
whose individual judgments determined whom to recommend. Network dynamics,
therefore, mediated freelance employment. Unlike clerical and industrial “temps,” for
whom staffing agencies acting as intermediaries exert labor market control (Gottfried 1991;
Henson 1996; Rogers 2000; Parker 1994), these contingent workers exercised considerable
autonomy in establishing labor market connections and negotiating contract terms. Acting
on their own behalf, however, also led them to act in the interests of clients, avoiding
association with conflict and selecting colleagues for possible referral.

The association sought new strategies to promote fair practices. In 1995, members
revised the Code of Fair Practice, raising recommended fees and augmenting standards for
clients’ behavior. Higher fees and stronger language approximated gains a union might
make through successive contracts that lead to steady improvement in wages and working
conditions. With a mobile workforce and no definitive measure of its size, however, the
association could never claim a sizable majority of editorial freelancers with whom a client
would have to bargain. Employment remained governed principally by labor market
mechanisms, and the organization thus relied on a construction of professionalism that
promoted effective individual negotiating to alter occupational practices.

Defining fair work relations and defending members when clients violated principles did
challenge longstanding norms that rendered freelancers vulnerable to client caprice. The
results of such a strategy, however, are difficult to assess. Successive surveys of members
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indicate steadily rising fees and a trend toward better contractual terms. Members
increasingly cited the Code of Fair Practice as a useful guide, and some credited the
association with legitimating freelancing as a viable career option (Osnowitz 2000;
Robinson-Young 1999). Yet the organization could never claim credit, directly, for these
incremental changes and, ultimately, was unable to become an institutionalized voice for
this occupationally specific segment of the contingent workforce.

The Freelance Editorial Association’s last appeal for membership renewal, in 1998,
garnered fewer than 150 members. Members remained clustered in areas where the
organization had sponsored meetings, but the problem of free riding remained. With a
decentralized system of advocacy and without a program that could link individual needs
and collective interests, the organization gradually lost resources to maintain its operations.
A broadly dispersed labor market, together with the dynamic processes that governed its
operation, contributed to undermining an organizational model that depended on
occupational connections to convey information and promote fair practice. The same
networks that drew members to the association also exerted a centrifugal force that
countered collective action through underlying mechanisms of collegial exchange.

Conclusion

Editorial freelancers in the 1980s faced obstacles to organizing and collective representation
now shared by large segments of the contingent workforce. Highly mobile, these workers
lacked the stable employment relationship that forms the basis for the US system of
collective bargaining. Outside standard, organization-based employment, the terms that
governed their work varied from one project or one client to the next and could be subject
to change without notice. Exposed to an ever-changing market for their services, freelancers
further lacked the leverage to enforce their individual agreements or to challenge practices
they deemed unfair. The Freelance Editorial Association thus represents an early effort to
address some of the disparities that contingency creates and to develop an organizational
model for collective response.

The association’s success in attracting members and its steady growth over its first ten
years of operation attest to the appeal of its mission. From an initial membership based
principally in New England and working in the publishing industry, the association
expanded in tandem with the market for editorial services, which came to encompass clients
in a range of industries that engaged freelancers to produce and revise documents.
Increasingly, therefore, freelancers spanned the boundaries of multiple client firms. Most
also maintained connections with colleagues on staff and so forged occupational ties that
mitigated adversarial work relations, despite occasional violations of fair practice or
freelancer–client disputes.

Labor market structures and occupational processes, therefore, informed the associa-
tion’s strategic choices. Individually responsible for defining the terms of each new
assignment, freelancers sought collective support for client relations and looked to an
organization to provide information about occupational trends. Broadly dispersed, however,
these workers could gain little from locally based direct action. The association sought
instead to develop an infrastructure for connecting members with each other and a set of
principles by which to gauge fair employment. As a model of collective representation,
however, this form of organizing depended on mutual aid and, in turn, posed common
dilemmas of free riding and the concurrent need for services that would sustain a dues-
paying membership.
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To link services with advocacy, the association established mechanisms to enhance
occupational connections, provide ongoing information, and resolve conflicts with clients.
As the association sought to appropriate occupational networks as vehicles for advocacy, its
mechanism for dispute resolution depended, in part, on the potential for conveying
information that might damage a client’s reputation. Its efforts to promote fair practice by
publicizing disputes, however, consistently met with resistance from members concerned
that their individual reputations might be damaged as well. Occupational networks thus
proved paradoxical. Members depended on colleagues for information and referral, but they
also assessed each other, mediating labor market processes through collegial exchange.
Network dynamics, therefore, promoted a process of selectivity, which further mitigated
collective action.

The association’s eventual disintegration offers caveats for efforts to build organi-
zations on networks linking workers in specific occupations. Occupations may indeed
provide the basis for new forms of worker organization, but collective leverage may also
depend on the scope and structure of the market and on processes that connect workers
and define their interests. Networks may indeed provide the basis for mobilization, but
the processes that convey information may also have a disintegrating effect. Without
formal regulation or labor market control, appeals to principle may establish moral
authority but gain little ground on which to build credibility and clout. The success of
strategies aimed at institutionalizing new practices may thus depend on altering norms,
which change gradually—and all but imperceptibly—so that credit for success may be
difficult to claim.

The association might have opted for different strategies. A system of certification, more
consistent with professionalization, might have generated greater leverage for those who
qualified. The effort, however, may well have proved divisive, and the result would likely
have been a smaller-scale referral service, albeit with a stable membership of freelancers
whose interests it served. A broader range of services might have generated additional
revenues and so helped sustain a larger organization, but the resources required might also
have diverted time and attention from occupational advocacy. A broader membership base,
perhaps encompassing contract professionals in other occupations, might have provided
leverage to promote both employment practices and public policies that affect contract
professionals more generally. Focused on a single occupational group, the association
represented only a segment of contract workers, themselves only a small segment of the
contingent workforce.

The proliferation of various forms of nonstandard, contingent, work calls for
collaboration across organizations representing workers in different occupations and
industries. New forms of employment require new models of organization. Rather than a
single standard for representation, such models may vary widely, reflecting differences in
labor market structures and occupational processes. Collaboration, with shared assessment
of strategies, can identify models that meet the needs and interests of those affected by
workforce restructuring and organizational change. Failing to establish such alliances, the
Freelance Editorial Association missed an opportunity to contribute the lessons learned
from its efforts. Its model proved unsustainable, but other forms of occupationally based
advocacy remain a possibility for some contingent workers. The association’s project,
therefore, might still inform organizing strategies yet to be tried.
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Abstract Casual and contract employment increased in South African food retailing in the
1990s, opening divisions of labor on shop floors among black workers previously unified.
Literature on labor mobilization concentrates on institutional strategies to organize
contingent workers. Explaining new segmentation among retail workers, this paper finds
that a notion of what it meant to be a “worker” is also relevant for explaining obstacles to
mobilization. “Worker” legacies were shaped in the 1980s and carried forward with shifting
emphases in the post-apartheid period. These processes reproduced a normative notion of
worker as full-time, permanent employee and labor rights as codified in a narrowed
employment relationship. Casual and contract workers experienced work as a series of
exclusions from rights and respect within the workplace vis-à-vis permanent workers.
Contingent workers protested their marginalization by reclaiming their inclusion within
workplace relations, within a workplace citizenship. In the process, divisions of labor
deepened.

Keywords Retail worker organizing . South Africa . Casual labor . Contract labor .

Worker identity

Introduction

The growth of contingent employment worldwide has changed experiences of work and
union organizing strategies. Since the early 1990s, South Africa’s retail industry has used
increasing numbers of contract and casual employees. The use of these contingent forms of
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employment has restructured this labor market. By the late 1990s, primarily black retail
workers from the same working class communities were segmented into three employment
categories—permanent, casual and contract workers. These divisions have fragmented a
formerly strong and unified black union membership. The main union in the sector—the
South African Commercial, Catering and Allied Workers Union (SACCAWU)—has been
relatively unsuccessful at combating this segmentation and the decline in conditions across
all employment categories (Kenny 2004; Clarke 2006). What explains the persistence of
these divisions of labor, and what implications are there for labor mobilization?

This paper examines contract and casual workers’ experiences in three branches of a
major chain supermarket. Elsewhere I consider more closely workers’ household and
residential situations (Kenny 2003). In the 1990s, these workers did not build collective
political identities in places of residence while they have consistently maintained collective
formulations within their workplaces. This paper focuses on those processes of
collective construction of contingent worker identity in the workplace.

Contingent workers in these stores articulated a deep sense of exclusion within their
workplaces. Both categories experienced division from full-time, permanent workers, the
majority union members. They both felt their subordinate status reinforced through daily
shop floor relations. Yet both groups of workers contested their marginalization through
articulation of alternative constructions of collective worker identity, one through claims to
rights and the other through claims of skill.

Both casual and contract workers formulated these identities with reference to a
normative notion of “worker,” defined as workplace citizen, but traditionally associated
with full-time, permanent employment. In reclaiming their own inclusion within this
abstract notion of worker, casual and contract workers exhibited strong workplace
collectivities, but simultaneously reproduced divisions of labor. Contestations over ‘what
it means to be a worker’ point to possibilities for collective mobilization as well as signal
contradictions within histories of organizing. They alert us to concrete limitations of
organizing contingent workers through labor rights alone but may also serve to highlight
alternatives otherwise hidden.

Constructing “worker”

Characterized by precarious conditions and marketization, contingent employment has
increased globally (Standing 1999; Beneria 2001). Research on labor mobilization has
focused on organizational responses and institutional creativity and has been important to
debates about revitalizing labor movements. Successful organizing has included trade union
strategy of building alliances with other community and social movements, using social
movement protest tactics, and generally framing workers’ rights in terms of social justice
rather than narrow interest politics (Bronfenbrenner et al. 1998; Clawson 2003). Unions
have also benefited from revitalizing internal union organization through worker-led
campaigns, dedicated resources for organizing, grassroots mobilization, and alliance-
building (Voss and Sherman 2000). In specific contexts, researchers show the potential of
marginalized and contingent workers to organize outside the workplace or narrow
employment demands (e.g., Tait 2005; Cobble 1996; Waldinger et al. 1998).

Yet the “next upsurge” of labor activism (Clawson 2003) continues to elude unions
across contexts (Milkman and Voss 2004; Webster and Buhlungu 2004). Lopez (2004)
argues that union legacies have been an under-explored “obstacle” to organizing. While his
study of the Service Employees International Union in Pennsylvania analyzes specific U.S.
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dynamics, including deep working class anti-union sentiment, bureaucratized business
unionism, and intensified economic and political power of employers, he demonstrates how
a tradition of unionism may carry consequences to help explain difficulties of organizing in
particular places (see also Wills 2005; Wills and Simms 2004).

Applying this important insight to South African retail workers, however, shows that
union legacies on their own are not enough to explain mobilization incapacities. In South
African retailing in the 1980s, a militant democratic shop floor “social movement
unionism” characterized organizing. By the late 1990s, this legacy had not assisted the
union to organize casual or contract workers. How do we understand why black workers
from the same working class, black townships resourced with a lived experience of
movement unionism have failed to overcome paralyzing divisions of labor amongst
themselves today? The case of South African retail sector workers suggests that we need to
develop our understanding of legacies of unionism to include how such traditions are
premised on specific notions of what it means to be a worker.

Rose (1997) argues that historians of class formation have assumed a “quintessential
worker” to be the subject of working class history. Reliant on a gendered public/private
binary, it is disembodied (see Acker 1990); the point of production immaculately gives life
to its subjectivity; and, it is political in so far as it acts within the public realm of work. She
continues by demanding that we interrogate in our research the terms of the category of
“worker.” While she limits her own examination to the rhetorical framing that trade union
leaders gave to their “identity of interests” (Rose 1997, pp. 151–152; cf Frege and Kelly
2003), these insights can be taken further (see Rose 1992).

In an essay grappling with his experiences of a failed campaign to save the Cowley-
based Rover car plant from closure, David Harvey explores Raymond Williams’ notion of
“militant particularism,” where “[i]deals forged out of the affirmative experience of
solidarities in one place get generalized and universalized as a working model of a new
form of society that will benefit all of humanity” (Harvey 1996, p. 32). The difficulty
embedded in this necessary process of abstraction from particular places is that while
sometimes it transforms tensions that otherwise may overwhelm a common project, other
times it does not (Harvey 1996, pp. 34–42). In order to make sense of how black retail
workers as “political beings” (Harvey 1998) experienced new divisions of labor, we need to
analyze workers’ claims (cf Miller 2005), their “abstractions” or subjective political
articulations. Harvey reflects, “The question of loyalties is defined, then, both by the level
and kind of abstraction through which political questions are formulated” (Harvey 1996, p. 38).

A notion of what it means to be a “worker” is just such an abstraction, emerging from
specific workers’ local experiences within the labor process, but reflected through histories
of organizing that laid claim to particular political formulations. Joan Scott suggests that in
order to delineate such politics, we need to explain “how difference is established, how it
operates, how and in what ways it constitutes subjects who see and act in the world” (Scott
1991, p. 777). This approach offers us more than a method to outline cognitive framing. At
the same time, it avoids analyzing “experience” as some authentic, lived reality. Instead, it
offers a way to view representations as shifting material ground, as a means of
understanding the abstractions around which political questions are formed. As Raymond
Williams emphasized, it is within these partially articulated processes where politics emerge
and alternatives lie.

In this paper, we explore how South African shop workers made claims for inclusion in
the workplace order. Both retail unions and workers have organized in defense of workers’
positions, but from a particular conception of “worker” as centered in a notion of workplace
citizenship. This identity has focused on the ability to engage actively within workplace
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relations, and has demanded rights, respect, and recognition for black workers there. How
workers attached meaning to this “abstraction” emerged out of legacies of worker politics,
state re-regulation, work restructuring, and workers’ positions within the labor process and
places of residence. Ultimately, in this period, workers’ particular arguments for inclusion
deepened their divided loyalties.

“Worker” legacies

Katznelson (1981) shows how working class politics change within embedded parameters
set through lines of conflict between labor and capital, relations between state and citizens,
forms and sites of political organization, and convergences or dissociations between
workplace and residence. One contour to follow in this process is the legacies of what it
means to be a worker.

Re-emerging in the 1970s, South African independent black trade unionism was militant
and central to mobilization against apartheid. It owed its larger social and political role to
the way in which it facilitated the linking of workplace grievances with community issues
to build a broader “social movement unionism” rejecting racial and class dispossession
(Seidman 1994; see also von Holdt 2002). As Seidman (1994) argues, South African black
trade unionism fundamentally defined the struggle for workers’ rights as a struggle for
citizenship rights.

Apartheid labor law excluded black workers from the category of employee. Union
struggles forced a reexamination of labor rights, and in the 1980s, the independent unions
organized to bring their black memberships in to full workplace inclusion (von Holdt
2003). Retail workers mobilized against poor conditions as well as racist relations within
corporate South African chains (Kenny 2004).

At the same time that trade unionists acted within workplaces, they built local structures
within racially and spatially segregated communities of residence, particularly notable on
the East Rand where those retail workers interviewed lived. Unionists linked to various
civic associations fought against the high costs of municipal services, rents, food, and
illegitimate local government representation (Ruiters 1995; Bonner and Nieftagodien 2001).

The “worker” became a potent figure fighting for inclusion in a democratic order, and
workplace rights, in themselves, signified an important concrete dimension of inclusion in a
truly participatory democracy. Thus, a tradition of what it meant to be a worker centered on
an activist, public subject, fighting for justice and rights in the workplace as symbol of
broader inclusion. The relationships of capital and labor, state and citizenry, and
workplace and residence changed in the 1990s in ways that reinforced aspects of this
“worker” legacy.

In the post-apartheid context, the urban worker became a codified citizenship category
(Mamdani 1996). Labor law reform became one of the first priorities of the democratic
state. The first piece of labor legislation which the democratically elected African National
Congress introduced after 1994 was the Labour Relations Act, 1995. It instilled the right to
collective representation, to strike and to fair procedure, and perhaps most importantly, the
new law broadened the definition of “employee” to include anyone working for an
employer for more than 24 h a month. This new scope brought many casual workers under
the protection of legislation. The state instilled many of the gains won through trade union
struggle in the 1980s and committed itself to the principle of broad inclusion in labor rights.

However, employers exerted pressure for greater flexibility at the same time that the new
state consolidated in 1996 its neoliberal macro-economic growth plan reliant on fiscal
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discipline, foreign investment, export production, and the privatization of state assets and
services (Department of Finance 1996; Marais 1998). Sections within the state welcomed
advice from the IMF to restructure the economy (Bond 2000). The notion of “regulated
flexibility” entered through subsequent labor statute and allowed for the variation of
standard conditions of employment by agreement. As across the world (Moody 1997), the
urgent needs of ‘the (global) market’ appeared a seamless constraint on capital to meet the
participatory requirements of the new democracy. Growth was to come first.

In the retail industry, despite the new inclusive “employee” definition, sectoral
legislation maintained the separate category of “casual” worker, someone working 24 h
or less per week, who was accorded a premium wage but not entitled to leave pay, sick
leave, paid public holidays, or notice of termination. The industry historically imagined this
employment form as “extra-ordinary” labor to be used for particularly busy monthly or
seasonal periods (Kenny 2005a). In practice, many employers did not pay casual workers at
higher wage rates, and they worked for years as weekly paid “temporary” staff
(Kenny 2004).

In 2003, revised sectoral labor legislation meant to eliminate the category of “casual”
and bring all retail workers under the same basic protections and in line with national law,
provided instead for the continued use of different status employees. In fact, these reforms
legitimated the “necessity” to employers of several distinct categories defined by number of
working hours less than the standard 45 h for full-time employees. By individual
agreement, workers reassigned to one or another part-time status could trade-off certain
basic conditions of employment.

Moreover, the new labor laws had a number of loopholes that permitted the rise of a
range of contracting arrangements. In many cases, even those who can be defined as
dependent workers have been excluded from protective coverage of labor legislation by
being deemed “independent contractors” (Theron 2005). In practice, basic protections of
employment law have circumvented many contract workers (see Gonos 1997). While
democratic labor reform codified rights won through trade union struggle for dignity and
inclusion in the workplace, it also delineated a hierarchy of access to those rights, defined
through one’s relative difference from full-time, permanent employment.

In the 1990s, a dramatic growth of various forms of contingent employment occurred
(Kenny and Webster 1999). By 1997, nationally within the sector, casual labor had reached
official estimates of 20% of the total workforce, and according to independent researchers,
anywhere from 40 to 70% of branch level staff (Central Statistical Services 1998; Clarke
2006; Kenny 2004). In general employers argued that “rigid” labor laws and rising costs of
employment forced them to flexibilize their workforces. Within retailing, employers argued
that they required extended trading hours and a better tuned system of staffing for peak and
trough business periods in order to weather the economic climate of the 1990s. Their
unionized full-time, permanent staff had resisted extra-ordinary shifts, and therefore, they
required other means of ensuring flexibility. Furthermore, casualization cut wage costs
(Kenny 2005b).

While difficult to prove that union-busting was another motivation for increasing their
regular use of casual employment, within this period at least two major retailers cancelled
recognition agreements with SACCAWU because the proportion of casual workers
surpassed full-time workers in the bargaining unit and the union’s representivity fell below
51%. Certainly a consequence was the clear signal to full-time permanent workers that their
jobs were now endangered (Kenny and Webster 1999). This form of control has reinforced
the social imaginary of the full-time, permanent worker as the subject of “industrial
citizenship” (see Campbell and Burgess 2001).
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Further, during the 1990s, like globally (Wrigley and Lowe 1996; Klein 2000), South
African retail capital aggressively consolidated, centralized corporate control in head
offices, and streamlined operations for shareholder value (Kenny 2005b). These dynamics
moved retailers toward contracting out whole departments of their operations (see also
Clarke 2006). In a process described by Peck and Theodore (1998) as “restructuring down,”
formerly employed shelf packers were transferred to labor brokers, trading low wage,
unskilled labor to their retailer clients for low margins. The labor brokers exist to absorb
risk externalized from retailers; control operates through this triangular relationship to
enhance contract workers’ insecurity, individualization, and ambiguous “employee” status
(see Peck and Theodore 2001; Gonos 1997; Rogers 2000; Gottfried 1992). The divisions of
labor created in the process structured an unequal comparison between retail employees and
those of labor brokers working in the same firm (see Freeman and Gonos 2005), and
reinscribed in South African retail workplaces the notion of included “worker” residing in
the direct employment relationship.

Trade union bargaining strategies, too, have had the unintended consequence of
reproducing a normative notion of included worker as full-time, permanent employee (see
Kenny 2005a). In the early to mid-1990s, the union concluded a series of “flexibility”
agreements with companies. In the first instance, the union agreed to flexible hours but job
security for casual staff in order to ensure the mobility of soon-to-be retrenched full-time
permanent workers. Over time, these agreements took the basic form of allowing individual
casual workers to apply to be converted to “flexitime” contracts; this new category would
be permanent, but would work part-time hours and could be assigned to any shift. In return,
the union agreed to support company application for exemption from rights for casual
workers under sectoral statute. Casual workers rarely took up this option, because in
practice it changed their status very little. The union bargained to attain a degree of security
for casual workers, but succeeded in accentuating employment divisions and a notion that
full workplace citizenship belonged only to full-timers.1

In the retail sector, the “re-regulation” effected through state legislation, capital
restructuring, and union engagement during the democratic transition facilitated segmen-
tation (Clarke 2006) and maintained the notion that the full-time, permanent worker was the
model worker with full rights of inclusion. Other forms of employment, like part-time—still
colloquially called “casual”—and contract, became defined in negative relation to this ideal
worker. Thus, the South African retail sector during the democratic transition enables us to
view in stark terms the contradiction between “worker” legacies and current conjunctural
conditions: labor law reform posited “worker” as citizen/actor but the increasing market-
ization of employment relations insured the impossibility of this inclusion.

Finally, within this period, the unemployment rate soared to 40%.2 On the East Rand,
where these retail workers lived, the local labor market restructured with manufacturing
decline and the growth of contingent service employment (Barchiesi and Kenny 2002). In
the 1980s, these workers’ households had multiple members working, but by the 1990s,

1It should be noted that a broader context of institutional union difficulties also frames SACCAWU’s
capacities during this period. Buhlungu (2003, 2005, 2006) has written extensively on many of the common
factors facing COSATU and its affiliates during South Africa’s transition to democracy, including changes to
the role and character of trade union officials, the growing gap between officials and members, the changing
composition of membership, and the federation’s shifting political relationship with the ruling party.
2With respect to the East Rand, the unemployment rate went from 7.9% in 1980 to 30.8% in 1996 with an
increase of 305,133 unemployed people (Urban-Econ 1999, p. 161). This has increased in recent years: the
2001 National Census found 40% unemployment on the East Rand, higher than the Gauteng Province
average of 35% (Machaka and Roberts 2004, p. 3).
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they relied on fewer and more insecure wages (Kenny 2003). A continuing housing
shortage, woefully under-addressed by state subsidization programs (Bond 2000), and the
privatization of services, like electricity and water, have made working class households
more vulnerable in the post-apartheid period (MacDonald and Pape 2002).

While these conditions have produced new social movements within working class
communities (Ballard et al. 2006), many remain small and tenuous; workers who I
interviewed instead felt increasingly individualized within their residential areas (Kenny
2003). Those earning a scarce wage came to support multiple household members. Class
politics linking workplaces and spaces of residence unravelled for these workers. This
process seemed to buttress the workplace as space of collective identification for those
“lucky” few to have jobs, precisely because it was a distinct sphere of citizenship plugging
into a legacy of “worker” rights and justice.

Those writing of new union organizing in a context of neoliberal capitalism emphasize
the difficulties for trade unions of fragmented labor markets and growing employment
contingency (see Moody 1997). Lopez (2004) cautions us to pay closer attention to trade
union traditions to explain mobilization obstacles. The legacy of trade unionism in the
1980s embedded a broad rhetoric of workplace rights in post-apartheid South Africa, but it
also reproduced the ideal subject of those rights as the full-time, permanent worker. Unions
faced the contradictions that this tradition produced in the 1990s.

Institutional strategies and organizing legacies, then, are built on pre-existing traditions
of “worker” identity, reinforced in law, through control, as well as by trade union actions.
Under democracy, the right to worker inclusion narrowed to the direct employment
relationship and the sphere of the workplace, and rights became based on an ideal category
that no longer characterized experiences within retailing. As we will see, casual and
contract retail workers articulated their experiences of segmentation in terms of exclusion
from the ideal imagined citizenship category of full-time, permanent worker even as they
fought for inclusion in a narrowed set of workplace relations.

Experiencing exclusion

By the late 1990s the labor market of these South African shop floor workers remained
largely black, but had become divided into three main categories: full-time, permanent
workers employed by retailers; casual workers employed by retailers; and contract shelf
packers, or “merchandisers,” employed mostly by labor brokers. In my study of three
branches, most workers were black; just over half of the permanent workers were women;
casual workers were mainly women; and, contract workers were mostly men. The average
age of permanent workers was 36 years old, compared to an average of 30 years old for
casuals, and 31 years old for contract workers.

Permanents were almost all unionized by SACCAWU, while very few casual or contract
workers belonged to a union (see also Buhlungu 2006, p. 9, with respect to the federation),
although many casual workers had joined and left again after servicing problems.
Permanent and contract workers labored on average a full-time 45-h workweek, while
casuals worked on average 19 h. Permanent workers earned on average more than 300%
more than casual workers per month and nearly 150% more than contract workers; they
also enjoyed basic benefits like a retirement fund while contingent workers generally had
no benefits. In the shops studied, managers remained mostly white men, although some
white women, Indian and coloured men and, to a lesser extent, women also worked as
second tier managers (see Kenny 2004).
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Through processes of casualization and externalization of employment, both casual and
contract workers defined their statuses through their alterity from full-time, permanent
employment. They experienced work in terms of exclusion from full workplace
participation, which reinforced a notion of “worker” as workplace citizen. Dignity and
justice were not merely strategic framings, but lived experiences following legacies of what
it meant to be a worker.

Casual workers measured dignity in terms of fair treatment, the application of uniform
rules and procedure. Their stories of exclusion referenced instead the arbitrary authority
over them. For instance, one casual worker told me,

The till controller [supervisor], a black guy, came to me and said that if I haven’t
completed this task before the shop closes, I should not come to work forever....But
when the shop closed at six, I still had not completed the work. I returned to work the
following day caring less if I was fired or not. Luckily no one said anything
(Interview, 7-28-1999, Kempton Park).

As in other contexts (Tannock 2001; Campbell 1996), this portrait gives us a glimpse of the
constant and arbitrary threat of dismissal held over casual workers, the experience of the
omnipotence of supervisors, who were other black workers (and often union members), and
the regular reinforcement of casual workers’ subordinate status through reference to
exclusion from basic rights of fair procedure.

Yet these experiences also referenced particular legacies. This young black male worker
marked the opposition between himself as worker and the supervisor in terms of race
betrayal. Permanent black workers disciplined black casual staff. This casual worker
suggested he had little agency in his job, not knowing or even caring whether he had a job
the next day despite the fact that employers could not legally dismiss a worker without
hearing. Such stories articulated casual workers’ sense of the separation from other black
workers and the majority of union members. Race is a potent signifier of belonging and
difference marking power (Gilroy 1991; Kelley 1996; Hooks 1994). Most importantly,
inequality with respect to other black workers stamped starkly casual workers’ own
exclusion from access to rights in the post-apartheid context.

The stores also used closed circuit television to monitor cashiers’ actions, particularly for
theft. One worker said, “many [casual cashiers] have left because of shortages. You first go
to a hearing, then they dismiss you” (Interview, 8-8-1999, Daveyton). Casual workers
understood that hearings inevitably led to dismissal, rather than providing an opportunity to
defend oneself. In casuals’ experiences, employers used new regulation to discipline them,
in distinction to permanent workers. The many stories of charges of theft reinforced casual
workers’ tenuous inclusion, with the possibility of dismissal lurking behind every day.

Casual workers also commonly complained of mis-scheduling and wrong payment.
Management set casual workers’ schedules on the Friday before a workweek. The
“manning plan” became the final arbiter of hours, but the fetishized schedule was
frequently wrong. Workers often found themselves down for no hours, or worse, paying for
transportation to come in to work only to be turned back without earning the day’s wage
because of an error.

Scheduling mistakes often led to miscalculation of weekly wages. Another casual
worker explained the procedure that casual workers followed to rectify underpayment of
wages, a fairly regular occurrence:

[W]hen you see that you haven’t got all your money, you go to customer service. You
write the time you went there, the days you worked, and how much you got. We don’t
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speak to anyone, we just write it down. Then they take that book to the office. We
don’t actually know who addresses those problems. We just find the book signed. If
the book is signed it means that it is fixed, but even if you don’t get it [the money], it
has been “fixed” (Interview, 8-3-1999, Kempton Park).

Casual workers noted this daily depersonalization of work relations removed from real
relationships with managers and unable to affect decision-making. This anonymous
procedure held only for weekly paid casual workers, for permanent workers could lodge
queries directly with store or regional managers. In these examples, casual workers
emphasized the lack of participatory order in their isolation.

As a category, casual workers also bore the worst interactions with customers. Casuals
told many stories of how customers shouted at them. In these stories, they coded
“customer” and “manager” as white, and assumed that racial solidarity operated against
black casual workers. Unlike black permanent workers who had greater leeway to take up
grievances with managers, casuals usually had to bear the humiliation of the interaction:
“We are supposed to treat [customers] with care, irrespective of whether they swear or
what” (Interview, 8-21-1999, Daveyton). Indeed, there were several cases of white male
customers assaulting cashiers, but managers chastising the casual worker for not providing
good service.

While an extensive literature on service work has detailed the difficulties and
disciplining effects of customer relations (e.g., Leidner 1993; Hochschild 1983; MacDonald
and Sirianni 1996), these casual workers articulated their customer interactions as evidence
of collective exclusion from respectful workplace relations and not merely of individualized
emotional labor. Again, they used race—now shifting to white customers/managers and
black workers—to code a sharp difference to mark their experiences of exclusion.

Casual workers were, then, “out of place,” arriving at work without scheduled hours or
remaining at home waiting to work. The store reinterpreted common managerial mistakes
as meddlesome complaints not dignified by apology or real solution. Surveillance of casual
workers marked them as suspect, and hence not treated as rightful members of the
workplace order. Casual workers experienced exclusion and vulnerability directly and
sometimes physically. Further, casual workers’ articulations explicitly or implicitly
referenced their difference from permanent workers’ inclusion.

In a revealing phrasing, one casual explained that her manager no longer saw them as
workers:

As I have mentioned above that they always hire new people everyday. So if there are
new people around, the manager stops considering us as workers and begins to treat us
badly because now there are new people (Interview, 5-27-1999, Kempton Park).

For them, the true “worker” required respect and signified expectations of substantive and
procedural rights within the workplace; casual workers’ experiences stressed their
exemption from this status.

Permanent workers views of casual workers also reinforced their secondary status. On
one hand, permanent workers understood that uniting workers would strengthen
SACCAWU. They discussed efforts by the union to take up casual workers’ grievances.
According to many, permanent workers attempted to bring the casual workers into the
union, “to be one with us.” The union (“we”) would protect casuals (“them”) against
dismissal if casuals joined permanents in actions: “We are under this umbrella together. We
want them to be like us” (Interview, 8-1-1999, 8-8-1999, Daveyton). This apparent strong
articulation of solidarity, however, held an assumption of status difference. This permanent
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worker continued, “If we fight for them, they should see that. Like at home if you ask a
child to do this or that, a child would do that because s/he can see that you are also doing it”
(Interview, 8-1-1999, 8-8-1999, Daveyton).

This permanent worker emphasized that it was in the interest of casual workers—always
a “them” to the “us” of permanent workers—to join the union. While she expressed a
genuine concern for casual workers ostensibly as “workers,” potentially to be unified with
“us,” she also revealed her assumption through the metaphor of age that permanent workers
occupied a more privileged position in store relations; casual workers were fragile and
dependent. In fact, they were outside the “worker” legacy.

South African retail workers marked categories by malleable race and age distinctions—
it should be remembered that casual workers were on average only 6 years younger than
permanent workers. These terms of difference shed light not only on structural divisions
within the labor force; they also point to how workers defined what was politically relevant
to them (see Scott 1991). Casual workers’ common exclusions from labor rights and
meaningful participation in workplace relations became a collective political “abstraction”
(Harvey 1996) around which they would mobilize.

Contract workers also experienced exclusion, but rather than articulating it through labor
rights, they spoke in terms of skill, mobility, legality, and manhood. These too related to a
claim for workplace citizenship centered on respect and agency.

In contrast to casual workers, contract workers had a great deal of autonomy to conduct
their work: “When I get to the store no one tells me what to do. After signing [in], I go to
the floor and check how the shelves are.... I go to the warehouse; I take a trolley and draw
stock” (Interview, 8-14-1999, Daveyton). Despite this relative freedom from supervision by
their employers, the labor brokers, merchandisers criticized the deteriorating conditions of
consent within their employment relation. They spoke of “old merchandising,” “new
agencies” and an erstwhile “merchandising tradition.” These references gave voice to a loss
of status in their employment relation, which seemed to secure their exclusion from any
worker participation in the merchandising firms:

With the merchandising companies before, if you’ve worked in a store for a certain
time, [the employer] always checked how well you did your job....You got a certificate
that your job is best, after three weeks or a month they check your work....You even
get called to be given a certificate that you are a professional merchandiser. But since
the agents came to being, there is no merchandiser who has a merchandising
certificate. Not even a single one (Interview, 8-14-1999, Daveyton).

Instead, the new “agents” threatened contract workers with dismissal or non-renewal of
contracts. Many were virulently anti-union, in the business to supply low wage, unskilled
labor (see Peck and Theodore 1998). While contract workers made attempts to regain
inclusion within the organizational structure of the new labor brokers, usually through
requests to go to company meetings, these were rebuffed heartily. In a context of 40%
unemployment, their employers told merchandisers that they were easily replaceable.

Several labor brokers had no known location. They were only a “bakkie [truck] and a
cellphone,” and their employees were paid each month from the back of the vehicle in cash.
Often, labor brokers closed down with no notice, leaving workers packing shelves
precariously until their next payslip noted their new employer. The labor brokers, then,
effectively disavowed their legal status as employer (cf Gonos 1997) at the same time that
they deferred to the decision-making authority of powerful retail corporates. In doing so,
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they reproduced the extreme exclusion of contract workers. Yet contract workers generally
did not describe their exclusion in terms of their precariousness.

Rather than formulating their exclusion in terms of labor rights, contract workers talked
of their deskilling: “I am not there to rectify [errors]; I am there to pack and fill the shelves
and then go to another store” (Interview, 8-14-1999, Daveyton). Not meant to be
contributing conception work, this contract worker’s employer told him only to pack
shelves, as if in a stretched-out assembly line, moving from one store to another store to
repeat this task.

Contract workers also experienced exclusion within store relations. Retail store
managers often closely monitored their movements. Detailed rules of procedure operated
to regulate contract workers’ entry, exit and movement within stores in order to control
these non-employees in the workplace (see Gottfried 1992:454–5). Contract workers
entered at the staff entrance with store employees, but unlike employees, they signed a
“guest register” at the security counter. They had to follow this procedure every morning
and afternoon, even when they worked 8 h a day, 6 days a week in the same branch.

Store managers watched when contract workers returned from tea break, and they
monitored if workers were idle: “If you are sitting there he will come [and say], ‘What are
you doing? You are just sitting [there]. You are getting money off the company for free.’”
This worker continued to explain, “If you go to the toilets upstairs, [the manager says]
‘Where are you from?’....Then he starts, ‘This is your working time. You mustn’t just walk
around,’ which means you must go and explain to him, ‘May I go to the toilet’” (Interview,
3-28-1999, Daveyton). Indeed, if managers did not like a worker’s activity, they ran him out
of the store without as much as a warning. In such articulations, these merchandisers
mentioned not exploitative circumvention of protective regulation that provided for
mandatory breaks, but an order of control that required them to subjugate their every
movement to managerial check.

Many contract workers also commented on the direct surveillance of them by store
security managers: “This job is not a kind of job that you would expect to work [in for] a
long time. They are always looking at you when you are working to see whether you put
things in a right place” (Interview, 8-15-1999, 5-9-2000, Daveyton). Merchandisers
discussed how white security managers criminalized them: “If one of us was caught [for
theft] his company would be called in or worse, the policeman. So many people were losing
their jobs. Merchandisers were seen as dogs, like a jackal [inja yase sgangeni] by both
[retail] management and security personnel....They see them as thieves” (Focus group
interview, 2-7-2000, Benoni).

All branch security managers were Afrikaans-speaking white men, and contract
merchandisers, mostly African men, spoke of this hostile relationship explicitly in terms
of race to draw an absolute line of difference. Both procedural rules and despotic
surveillance by store managers marked merchandisers as “criminal black men” from the
moment they set foot in the stores. Contract workers, then, felt excluded from a legacy of
skilled worker, adult responsibility, public participation, and masculine respect.

Furthermore, contract workers argued that their relationship with black permanent retail
employees perpetuated their outsider status: “The permanent staff don’t regard the
merchandisers as people. They are just regarded as filling the shelf. You are not using
your reasoning capacity” (Interview, 6-20-1999, 8-31-2000, Daveyton). This contract
worker said that even when he came with his own ideas to permanent workers, they did not
listen: “They don’t let us have a say....You are just a merchandiser, you just go there 9:00
and 5:00 go home.” Being “just a merchandiser” meant that they entered and exited the
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store, but did not contribute substantively to it. In their experiences, as with casual workers,
relations with permanents reinforced exclusion. Contract workers defined their margin-
alization not through class positionality as with casual workers, but through occupational
integrity (see Cobble 1996).

Deconstructing workers’ experiences shows us the commonalities and particularities in
trajectories of worker legacies. On one hand, casual and contract workers both articulated
strong senses of exclusion. On the other hand, the bases of their marginalization were
different. Like “solidarity logics” of craft and class (Hanagan 1988), these workers seemed
to articulate key differences associated with structural divisions of skill. Yet both categories
were formally ‘unskilled’ (see Tilly 1988). Instead, workers’ narratives indicate how they
experienced new divisions of labor. Both referenced aspects of the same legacy of what it
meant to be a worker to articulate a common claim of exclusion.

Casual workers spoke of being excluded from labor rights and respectful workplace
relations, and contract workers from an adult, proactive, respectable occupation. Each
category used lines of race, gender and age to signify the terms of their exclusions (see
Scott 1988). For casual workers, race was an immediate synonym for class, whether
distinguishing them from privileged black permanent workers or dividing them from
powerful white managers and customers. Exclusion by class also served to overwrite their
feminized vulnerability and distinction as youth. Contract workers used race differences
with white managers to highlight experiences of humiliation: they experienced employers’
and retailers’ denial of their skill, adulthood, and humanity and assumptions of their
criminality as undermining of their masculinity.

Both of these permutations demonstrate how “worker” legacy was located in the fight
for inclusion in workplace citizenship through rights and respect. Focusing only on trade
union tradition tells us how individuals respond to institutional cultures, as when a history
of business unionism generates worker anti-unionism (Lopez 2004), without fully
understanding “political being” (Harvey 1998). Traditions of what it means to be a worker
help to clarify the multiple dimensionalities of class politics and how these may change
over time (Katznelson 1981).

For South African retail workers in the 1990s, worker legacy, as political abstraction,
operated to reproduce both common assumptions and to transform relations by contributing
to new divisions. Experiences of exclusion reinforced casual and contract workers’ views of
full-time, permanent workers as the model included category. But, they also served as the
basis around which both contingent groups constructed their own collective claims to
political identity.

Claiming collectivities

Worker legacies became both sources of as well as obstacles to collective mobilization.
Casual workers claimed workplace citizenship in terms of a rights-based, class identity.
They demanded protections afforded to all within their category. While they asked to be
treated as full-time, permanent workers, they also defined a unique status of inclusion in
respected, part-time, secure employment. Contract workers claimed workplace citizenship
in terms of an occupational identity. They argued for their inclusion within stores through
the integrity of masculine, skilled work. They too defined a new status of inclusion, one
outside the formal employment relationship.

Casual workers argued that they were “laboring bodies” (Harvey 1998): they sold their
physical capacity to labor in exchange for low wages. In doing so, casuals were neither

492 Qual Sociol (2007) 30:481–500



“extra help” nor secondary feminized dependents, but “workers.” In fact, the transparency
of their exploitation—they discussed themselves as epitomizing “cheap labor”—reinforced
their arguments for recognition as workers. Unlike other black permanent workers, they
“made money for the stores” by working directly at the cash registers while “[Permanents]
do not bring in even a cent....From the first till to the last one, it’s all casuals” (Interview,
7-28-1999, Germiston). In these narratives, permanent workers did not work bringing in
the “profit” because they did not work directly in taking money from customers.

Casual workers also explicitly contrasted their own claim to the status of “exploited
worker” to what they viewed as permanent workers’ idleness. Casuals interpreted the
evening time that they spent at the registers while customers finished shopping and
permanent workers’ clocked out, or the effort they took to do the hated task of returning un-
purchased items to the shelves as doing “permanents’ jobs.” Indeed, one phrase that I heard
more than once was that “casuals are permanent workers’ slaves.” Defining themselves as
those employees who physically labored and who generated profit was to confirm their
claim to a class identity.

Their claims for inclusion took the form of “exploited black worker,” and collectively
turned on its head an image of vulnerable and feminized labor defining their daily
experiences of work. Race overwrote gender to give an autonomous abstract character to
collective claims.

This identity was also rights-based. When casual workers argued that they should be
included like permanent workers, they asserted rights granted through bureaucratic and
depersonalized control consistent with a hegemonic regime (Burawoy 1985) recognizing
employees as collective party to industrial relations. They did not demand the elimination
of casual labor, or the conversion of casual jobs to full-time ones, but the inclusion of
casual workers to full members of the workplace order, as “employees.”

For many, their most radical demand was for conversion to the status of “permanent
casual.” This oxymoron colloquially referred to employment that combined part-time,
temporally flexible work with job permanency, including an indefinite employment
contract, “registration” with the government for unemployment insurance, and basic
conditions of employment, like paid leave. Thus their claim for inclusion was based on
being defined in status as “employee,” while accepting the premise of the market need for
flexible labor.

Casual workers’ primary demand was for longer hours through a return to 24 h/week. Still,
casual workers distanced themselves from favoritism that might single some casuals out for
reward against others. For instance, casuals rejected a situation that allowed some of them to
work longer hours—sometimes up to 5 days a week—because of who they knew. They
phrased demands for longer hours in terms of consistency among them: “no one must get five
days, everyone must be given three days” (Interview, 8-8-1999, Daveyton). This formulation
follows 1980s union struggle for uniform wage increases to combat the common practice of
playing workers off each other. In casual workers’ demand for uniformity against favoritism,
they claimed the high ground of historical black union strategy, at the same time that they
suggested that permanent workers benefited from patronage.

Casual workers affirmed a collective identity through narratives of “exploited black
worker” as a counter to their experiences as marketized, interchangeable labor inputs. After
all, “black worker” was a legitimated collective category of inclusion under democracy. In
the narratives of casual workers, a claim for collective class identity in “worker” countered
their becoming one in the faceless crowd of casuals hired daily.

By contrast, contract workers argued for a greater role in employment relations based on
their skills. Both with their labor broker employers and their retailer “clients,”
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merchandisers constructed claims for inclusion around their portrayed skill. However, as
restructuring brought poorer and poorer conditions with “fly-by-night” labor brokers,
contract merchandisers looked more pragmatically for inclusion in their relations inside
stores, not with their employers. Afraid of losing precarious jobs, merchandisers did not
organize against the labor brokers. Instead, they redirected a claim for inclusion based on
their skill toward the retailer.

Contract merchandisers resisted the exclusion that they felt so patently in control
relations with store managers by claiming grounds for participation in the stores based on
the skill that went unrecognized at the new agencies. They argued that their watchful eyes
protected the interests of the agency and the store. Returned stock could mean major losses
for the contractors, as well as cancelled contracts, and over-stock tied up retailer capital,
something head office monitored closely in each branch. Attuned to these concerns,
through their own initiative and daily product and branch-market knowledge, merchan-
disers claimed to act to restore optimum efficiency of sales.

Contract merchandisers claimed to have greater product and sales knowledge than many
store managers: “You give [the store manager] a catalogue; he doesn’t understand what is
going on in that catalogue....If you write two, you must know what that two means. It does
not just mean two items. Maybe it can be two pallets and then in a pallet it’s more than a
hundred different items” (Interview, 3-28-1999, Daveyton). In their words, contract workers
took over as in-store expert-merchant, balancing the fine-tuned act of supply and demand.

An extensive literature has shown how skill has widely been constructed as a masculine
attribute (e.g., Cockburn 1983; Elson and Pearson 1981; Collins 2003; Salzinger 2003). In
Southern Africa, masculinity has meant agency, adult capacity to build relations, and most
critically authority and respect (Ramphele and Boonzaier 1988; Comaroff and Roberts
1981; Moodie 1994). I suggest that contract workers used the idiom of skill (see Rose 1992;
cf Hanagan 1988) to reclaim their masculinity as the basis of a respectful collective worker
identity in the face of threats under externalization.

Unlike casual workers’ claims for participation through formalized legal rights as
employees, contract workers organized into shop committees to serve as representation to
retail management when complaints arose. These organizations acted independently from
shop floor union structures and served to bring together contract workers employed by
many different labor brokers. While the committees did not negotiate with employers
around wages or conditions of employment—in fact contract workers feared employers’
dismissal—they did successfully contest workers’ treatment by retail managers (see Kenny
2005b).

These structures mimicked trade union organizing legacies of the 1980s, with resolute
democratic participation as well as collective discipline. Grievances taken to retail
managers revolved around matters of respect—racist treatment, despotic “dismissals,” and
generally arbitrary procedures. These workers reclaimed their status as recognized, adult
participant within workplace relations through the traditionally masculine domain of public
communication (Comaroff and Roberts 1981).

Like casuals, contract workers’ claim to collective worker identity based on
incorporation into retailer relations relied on their differentiation from permanent workers.
Merchandisers argued that despite their outsider status, they worked harder and better than
retail staff:

The thing which makes us quarrel most of the time is that there are mistakes that they
do. In the morning...when I get there, I find that they’ve done too many mistakes with
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the stock I am supposed to pack. So when I raise it with management, it’s like I am an
impimpi [spy] (Interview, 8-14-1999, Daveyton).

Merchandisers argued that when they appealed to managers to contrast their own skill to
that of permanents, that permanent workers accused them of betraying “workers,” by acting
as impimpi, spies for management. Given the apartheid era connotation with this word,
merchandisers’ stories portrayed themselves as transcending racially defined interests,
particularly since permanent workers did not work to build solidarity with them. Thus they
were more interested in management recognizing their own ideas and skills than in
identifying as black workers with permanents, whose “mistakes” affected their productivity.

On the other hand, merchandisers showed sympathy for casual workers. But like
permanent workers, merchandisers represented casual workers stereotypically as vulnerable
and weak: “Should anything happen to you [as a casual] in the store, they take you like
anyone walking in the street. It’s just a piece-job. It’s just for you not to stay at home and do
something” (Interview, 8-14-1999, Daveyton).

In this view, while merchandisers were sensitive to casuals’ plight—some merchandisers
had initially worked as casuals for the retailer—rather than linking as mutual concerns easy
dismissal or poor conditions, they drew a line of difference between themselves and
casuals. To them, casuals were fragmented and individualized, metaphorically working for
“piece rates,” and barely able to escape total marginalization in townships. Merchandisers
often represented store casuals as individualized and unable to protest. Thus while they
might have sympathized with casual workers, contract workers considered them marginal
and vulnerable.

In response to their status as criminalized black men within stores, merchandisers
redefined their masculine subjectivities through claims for included worker status based on
their occupational skill. In this sense, ‘skill’ conveyed qualities of the active, public,
productive and respected category of worker resonant in worker legacies. While labor
brokers increased their social reproductive vulnerability, contract workers did not make
claims against employers or retailers through mobilizing these concerns. Indeed, being a
man required them to cope with provisioning difficulties (see Kenny 2003). Like permanent
workers, they marginalized concerns of social reproduction by marking casuals categor-
ically as dependent and vulnerable.

Contingent workers’ articulations of “exclusion” and struggles for “inclusion”
differentiated each from the other categories, and therefore, contributed to maintaining
divisions of labor. Furthermore, these workers’ struggles became localized to individual
workplaces as they fought for inclusion within particularistic work relations.

Conclusion

Debate on union “revitalization” has identified factors which help to explain successful
trade union strategies for mobilization. It has emphasized the importance of framing
campaigns in terms of social justice issues, of building alliances with social movements, of
reforming internal union structures, and of facilitating active worker-leadership and
grassroots mobilization (Bronfenbrenner et al. 1998; Clawson 2003; Voss and Sherman
2000; Milkman and Voss 2004). The combination of these features, often spoken of broadly
as “social movement unionism,” is seen to be important to reinvigorating worker
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mobilization at a moment of increasing fragmentation and the strengthening power of
capital (Moody 1997).

As Lopez (2004) suggests, however, institutional strategy on its own is insufficient to
explain why mobilization does not happen. His insight is in examining trade union
traditions as potential obstacles to organizing workers. The case of South African retail
workers suggests that we take this observation further, for trade union legacies are built on
particular notions of what it means to be a “worker” (see Rose 1997). Thus, defined
alternately as abstract, rights-based, class-subject and as productive, active, masculine
being, for casual and contract retail workers, a notion of “worker” relied on a longer legacy
underlying a tradition of South African social movement unionism.

As work restructuring, democracy, reformed labor law, and changing relations between
workplace and space of residence reshaped the terrain of class politics, such “worker”
legacies helped to delineate one clear realm of inclusion in post-apartheid South Africa:
labor rights as endowed in the direct employment relationship at the workplace. As
Katznelson (1981) argues, historically embedded conditions set the contours of later class
struggles, even as new groups redefine their interests within these changing contexts. These
processes are often less-than conscious, the structures of feeling emerging out of and
infusing local relations and experiences. As Harvey (1996) emphasizes through his use of
Raymond Williams to analyse the Cowley campaign, political “abstractions” are not simply
strategic framings. What makes the contestations at these moments of collective articulation
complex is precisely how they emerge from local meanings at the same time that they claim
broader political signification.

These retail workers re-imagined the workplace specifically as a space of rights,
inclusion and dignity. Casual workers argued that their position as truly exploited black
workers should grant them rights of inclusion as employees nominally replicating the status
of permanents. Contract workers invoked their skill and occupational collective identity to
claim inclusion in retail workspaces when their employment conditions became precarious.
Each category of workers relied on differentiating themselves from full-time, permanent
employees in order to make such claims for workplace citizenship in rights and respect.
Thus, workers built the political abstraction of “inclusion” around labor rights under new
conditions of labor market fragmentation and narrowed employment relations. These
workers’ collective claims remained “militant particularisms” (Harvey 1996), which
reproduced divided loyalties.

The question introduced by Harvey in his reflection on the autoworkers’ struggle to save
their plant is posed even more forcefully by Burawoy (2003). To what extent can struggles
at the point of production carry the potential to form a broad-based appeal for resistance
now? Burawoy answers in the negative, arguing instead that struggles against commod-
ification are more likely to move political ground. These retail workers show that a
straightforward struggle for labor rights, for “industrial justice,” under their particular
conditions, indeed may not produce collective struggle to reclaim the territory of
redistributive reform.

Yet, these workers’ claims for rights and respect were fundamentally arguments for
equality within the new political order. They were collective articulations founded on the
apparently abstract category “worker” even as arguments were underpinned by desire for
recognition (see Fraser 1997). And, it was the legacy of worker wrapped within the place of
work which enlivened an imagination of justice. Building on her earlier work (Seidman
1994) but examining transnational labor activism, Seidman (2007) argues strongly for the
continuing importance of viewing labor rights as citizenship rights partly because it
necessitates a focus on the ongoing political contestation over democratic inclusion.
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Under specific local conditions, then, worker articulations can become critical to forging
a new class politics fighting increasing commodification and marketisation of social
relations. But, trade unions and other workers’ organizations must then mobilize in ways
which bring workers of varying locations together—indeed, pay close attention to new
divisions of labor—and surface the connections among those partially or not at all within
the circuits of wage labor.

With these retail workers, campaigns which bring out the collective identity of “worker”
tied together with a notion of provider become critical, especially with the increasing
privatization of social reproduction (see Tait 2005). One could imagine demands for a
living wage, a 40-h work week—still unrealized by most South African workers, free
primary school education, a functioning public transportation system, etc. which tie the
interests of these workers in “inclusion” to a more transcendent social critique of
commodification. Such efforts also potentially challenge entrenched unequal gender
relations by expanding the so-called public arena of worker struggle out from the
workplace toward places of home. Further, in this instance, a shift toward geographical
organizing around broad industry, rather than company, would assist to bring together
retailer “employees” with contract workers, and extract claims from the localized relations
of individual workplaces.

In a defensive moment, rather than rigidify labor “rights” for a select few, organizing
workers in a labor market characterized by high unemployment must find a different
purpose. Yet the collective imaginary of these workers founded on claims for justice
suggests that we not also write off the relevance of “worker” legacies for the current
conjuncture, but that we pay attention to the contradictions embodied within these political
abstractions.
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With these three interesting articles on the plight of the semi-professional occupations and
with a flurry of books on the degradation of the middle class including Jill Fraser, White
Collar Sweatshop, Barbara Ehrenreich, Bait and Switch, and Louis Uchitelle, The
Disposable American, I was led back to C Wright Mills’s White Collar. What light does
this classic, published in 1951, shed on white-collar work today?

More than 20 years before Harry Braverman penned his classic, Labor and Monopoly
Capitalism, Mills wrote about deskilling and rationalization, both of work in general, and of
white-collar work in particular—all laid out in his unforgettable and brilliant chapter 10 on
the demise of “craftsmanship” and the rise of “cheerful robots.” Unlike Braverman, and
clearly influenced by Veblen, Mills delved into the subjective as well as the objective
dimensions of white-collar work, writing of status panic, upward mobility, and the frenzy
for success. This commanding analysis of production and its regulation is couched in a
sweeping history of the rise of the office, mass consumption, and the retail store, all
propelled by what he called the “managerial demiurge” of the all-dominating corporation.

Mills ends, as he does all his books, with a political diagnosis. With great prescience for
his time, he saw the convergence of the white-collar and blue-collar as the former suffered
rationalization and the latter experienced uplift through union struggles and a protective
welfare state. He points to the percentage of white-collar workers unionized, rising from
2.5% in 1900 (about what it is today!) to 16.2% in 1948 (as compared to 44.1% for wage
workers). Still, Mills was no revolutionary optimist. The new middle classes, another name
Mills used for white-collar workers, can never be an autonomous or guiding force, but are
always, to coin a phrase, in a “contradictory class location.” They blow with the wind;
when the capitalist is ascendant they will shift in that direction, when the working class is
ascendant they side with that class. They are no incipient ruling class; they don’t have a
coherent class consciousness to call their own. They are, he says, the rearguard, not the
vanguard.
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And the vanguard? That, he claims, was corporate liberalism, or “the main drift” as he
was fond of calling it, manufactured by the “sophisticated right,” who ruled through the
mass media, through manipulation rather than through authority, hegemony without
legitimacy. As he had detailed earlier in The New Men of Power, labor leaders, who were
far from being an effective opposition, went along with the “main drift,” having lost touch
with their membership. For Mills the overwhelming political reality of mass society was
“indifference,” stirred only by waves of personal unease. The prospects for a political
project for white-collar seemed remote indeed. How do our three papers, concerned as they
are with the politics of white-collar labor, speak to these issues?

Jonathan Isler’s comparative study of university teaching assistants and web designers
fits neatly into Mills’s framework, posing frontally whether such white-collar workers
identify as professionals (or professionals-to-be) or as exploited employees. It is the identity
they form as workers that predisposes them toward or against unionization. While Mills
made proletarianization of the white-collar a leitmotif of his analysis, recognizing the
rationalization processes of deskilling and mechanization, this took place entirely within the
confines of the corporation, under management’s hierarchical surveillance. He missed what
has become common-place today, namely downsizing, outsourcing, casualization and
contingent work that have expelled autonomous professionals into spaces outside
bureaucratic organizations. Mills also missed the precipitous decline in benefits, especially
pensions and health insurance, that afflicts the white-collar, no less than the blue-collar
worker.

Nonetheless insecurity and instability, overwork and underpay do not necessarily lead to
unionization, as we see in the case of web designers and teaching assistants. The critical
issue, Isler argues, echoing Mills, is the attitude of the white-collar worker to the very ideas
of unionization: teaching assistants were persuaded by organizers to see themselves as
exploited employees, and thus union members, rather than pampered apprentices while web
designers stuck with their professional or entrepreneurial identity. They got no further than
building a network for information sharing.

Why the difference? Isler stresses the way the UAW campaign highlighted the contributions
of teaching assistants to the mission of the university—teaching assistants do most of the
teaching on campus, and without them the university would come to a standstill. Organizers
also held up rulings of PERB (Public Employment Relations Board) that directed the university
to recognize teaching assistants as university employees entitled to their own union. While the
University of California refused to recognize those PERB rulings that favored union
recognition, they began to bend under public pressure when teaching assistants struck. Before
embarking on a strike, however, the organizers had won the ideological battle with the
university over the very meaning of the teaching assistant job—apprentice or exploited
employee. This is precisely what did not happen in the case of the web designers who, for the
most part, retained their identity as professional or entrepreneur, hostile to the very idea of a
union.

Of course, it is not without significance that the web designers are an atomized and
competitive occupation with multiple clients, so different from the teaching assistants who
are joined to one another in facing a single employer, and a public one at that. It is not
simply a question of identity, it’s also a matter of leverage. This becomes even clearer in
Deb Osnowitz’s analysis of freelance editorial workers—contract workers, dealing with a
succession of clients. In 1983 they created the Freelance Editorial Association (FEA) of
New England, which reached a peak of 1,600 members 10 years later. Unable to build
leverage either through “exclusion,” that is by certifying some skill, or, alternatively,
through “inclusion,” that is by bringing every potential worker under its wings, FEA was
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reduced to a network, offering a Code of Fair Practice and spreading information about
clients and job openings. Individuals might refer one another to clients but the FEA as a
whole did not act as referral agency. It did not want to get into the business of quality
assessment and certification of its members. Rather than providing the foundation for union
organizing, the network had the opposite effect—fragmenting and individualizing relations
among workers, and making a labor union inconceivable to its members. Indeed, after
15 years the FEA disintegrated, broken apart by fissiparous forces.

Osnowitz contrasts freelance editorial workers with other independent contractors, such
as home-care workers who were organized by the SEIU (Service Employees International
Union), by redefining them as employees of a nominal government agency. In the case of
the freelance editorial workers there was no public agency that could be constituted an
employer. Equally, they are different from the janitors who could engage in public
humiliation of the corporations whose offices they cleaned. The freelance editorial workers
spurn any public opposition to their clients for fear of being black-listed. They are even
reluctant to ask the FEA to investigate malpractice. This is a profession, highly
individualized both in its self-identification and in its practice, akin to the nineteenth
century system of putting out work into the home. It is no accident that it has been taken up
largely by women. Such radical decentralization of work, not uncommon in the
contemporary postindustrial order, is the antithesis of Mills’s corporate leviathan.

When writing of the new middle classes Mills is referring to the army of sales workers or
the cheerful robots of the “enormous fill,” underlings of the fetishized corporation. Even the
new types of entrepreneurs, fixers that mediate between corporate hierarchies, are
eventually eaten up by bureaucracy. Mills is describing not just a managerial but a
Weberian demiurge—the administered society of the welfare–warfare state. The utopia of
socialist democracy that ended New Men of Power, written three years earlier, has been
forsaken for the dystopia of the manipulated mass society run by and for the power elite.
This picture of the organization man may have held until the 1970, but then it turns foul,
usurped by market society, invading from foreign lands. Corporations merge and
disintegrate, giving way to a new political economy decimating the working class, taking
the offensive against trade unions, and reconstituting the middle classes, turning managers
into contract and contingent workers. Well, to some extent. If in the post-war period
economic growth goes along with concessions to blue-collar and white-collar, beginning in
the 1970s economic growth sends concessions running in the other direction—the
concentration of wealth at one pole of society and poverty at the other. The middle is
emptied out as ranks of managers are evacuated, giving way to what looks like a degraded
old middle class—semi-autonomous contingent and part time workers who have only their
“professional” status to cling to. Here we find Isler’s web designers and Osnowitz’s
editorial workers. But here too we find janitors, security guards, home-care workers—
contract workers without middle class pretensions who have been organized by the SEIU.

In White Collar we find a society insulated from the world beyond the shores of the
United States. On the rare occasions Mills refers to immigrants it is to talk of their
assimilation, and the ways in which they might threaten the ethnic purity and thus the status
of the white-collar. White Collar completely misses the dynamism of global capitalism, the
flood of cheap consumer goods that puts US manufacturing into a tailspin. Mills’s
engagement with the Third World comes at the end of his life when he latches on to the
anti-colonial struggles, spreading through Asia, Africa and Latin America, that would
capture the imagination of African Americans and radicalize the civil rights movement. If
he did not live to see the political blowback he also failed to gauge the economic
repercussions of Third World struggles on the world of US labor.
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Bridget Kenny’s analysis of the demise of organized labor in the South African retail
sector brings this home. South Africa was the last of the major colonial outposts to fall. For
so long apartheid was closely identified with a unique system of cheap labor, based on
migration of Africans between the Black Homelands, where the labor force was renewed,
and the towns where it was maintained. The rural hinterland, including neighboring
countries, subsidized cheap labor first on the mines, and then in manufacturing. But these
systems of migrant labor destroyed the conditions of their own existence as they generated
urban struggles, including social movement unionism, that brought apartheid to its knees. If
workers were the dynamite that brought down apartheid, workers were also the first victims
of the post-apartheid dispensation. The new South Africa did not usher in a new socialist
paradise but, to the contrary, a neoliberalism searching out new sources of cheap labor. This
time the focus was not on the reproduction of labor power but on the very production
process itself.

Kenny describes the erosion of unionism through the division of the retail store into
permanent workers, independent subcontracted workers who stacked the shelves, and
casual workers who were often at the checkout counter. This divide and rule was not simply
a managerial ruse, but, Kenny argues, a legacy of the anti-apartheid struggles for
democratic inclusion that now disarms workers’ struggles for the defense of wages and
working conditions. Because union struggles under the late apartheid period strove for
employment rights for permanent workers, contract and casual employees have to fight
their own particularistic battles for recognition, which has the effect of further dividing the
labor force. Struggles for democratization, while having many virtues, nonetheless can feed
the market assault on working class existence. Worker struggles for democracy come back
to haunt them in the post-apartheid South Africa.

The lesson that Kenny, Isler and Osnowitz teach us, is the importance of symbolic
struggles. Class struggle is first a struggle over the very meaning of class, that is whether
independent contractors, subcontracted labor, casualized labor, and so forth are to be
understood as workers and thus, not insignificantly, whether they will be protected under
national labor relations legislation. Precisely because they suffer downward mobility, and
here Mills is once more on the mark, many white-collar workers simply do not want to see
themselves as working class but as middle class. Degradation and insecurity do not lead
them to identify with workers but to cling to their middle class status. If the traditional blue-
collar class has been destroyed and the middle class is in the process of demolition are we,
then, heading for C Wright Mills’s mass society, an atomized society of exploited citizens,
happily consenting to their own exploitation? Or, are we turning to alternative identities,
other than work and class, not least race, nationality, ethnicity and gender, that Mills
entirely overlooked? From Rick Fantasia’s Cultures of Solidarity to Dan Clawson’s Next
Upsurge and Jennifer Chun’s Symbolic Politics of Labor, labor struggles have to turn to
ideological matters before they can wrestle with material life.

Michael Burawoy teaches sociology at the University of California, Berkeley. He has studied work
organization and the politics of production in different parts of the world.
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In their edited volume New Urban Immigrant Workforce: Innovative Models for Labor
Organizing, Saru Jayaraman and Immanuel Ness have brought together an interesting set of
analytical pieces from the frontlines of a new American labor movement of low-wage
immigrant workers in New York City. Most of these articles are written by leaders of this
new labor movement in their own words and on their own terms.

Each article contributes something unique to the reader’s understanding of the dynamics
of low-wage work in the United States. The book opens with a piece on the socioeconomic
impact of remittances on the Peruvian workers who send them and the family members who
receive them. Author Alex Julca explores the tensions immigrants navigate on a daily basis
between sending money to support family and community and retire debt back home versus
putting it toward building a life and investing in resources toward upward mobility in the
host country. Julca effectively uses the Peruvian case to illuminate the social enforcement
mechanisms that keep workers steadily sending money back home despite the meager
wages they earn and the means by which the money they send transforms the community’s
perception of who they are. “By sending remittances,” Julca argues “immigrants rewrite
their own history.”

Diditi Mitra’s task in his article about the taxi industry in New York City is to map three
leading theoretical explanations of immigrant economic incorporation to the taxi industry
and to demonstrate the ways in which they work together to explain the rise of the Punjabi
occupational niche in driving cabs. Specifically, Mitra looks at the role of urban economic
restructuring which creates the demand for cheaper labor; in this case it is the result of a
shift from a commission to a leasing system in the taxi industry. He explores the
replacement labor perspective, which argues that vacancies for Punjabi drivers are created
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due to a decline in the supply of white workers in the industry and subsequent creation of
opportunities for nonwhites in the occupational hierarchy. Mitra places special emphasis on
the role that changes in US immigration policy played in allowing lower income Indians to
migrate to the United States and for whom taxi driving would be viewed as an attractive
occupation. Finally, the Punjabi social networks enabled newcomers to find work while
they worked toward procurement of a hack license and eventually procured employment
driving a cab.

It is quite rewarding to pair Mitra’s piece with Poo and Tang’s later chapter on domestic
worker organizing which places the economic incorporation of contemporary domestic
workers of color in New York City in the context of uneven development, global capitalism
and the rise of the global corporate city. A central point of Poo and Tang’s piece is to
challenge what they view as the left’s identity politics fatigue: “If the popular left has grown
tired of being reminded how race, gender and sexuality intersect, if it is weary of devising
ways to break down the distance between the center and the periphery, then they’ve missed an
essential shift in the global economy. Working women of color worldwide are already at
center stage. Global capitalism claims—in no uncertain terms—that the periphery is the
core.... The rapid globalization of labor over the past 30 years—from the Malaysian
microchip worker of the “free trade zones” to migrant Filipina and West Indian domestic
workers in the global corporate city, to the African American woman compelled to take up
flexible, temporary and invisible labor in the punitive ‘workfare’ state—demonstrates the
ways in which the work and movement of women of color around the world are a generative
force in global corporate hegemony.” Poo and Tang locate the day-to-day work of domestic
workers in the context of facilitating the lives of the City’s global corporate elite—as nannies,
housekeepers and home health companions. In addition, both pieces explore workforces
that have been off the radar screen of organized labor. Poo and Tang tell the inspiring
story of the worker center Domestic Workers United and its birth, not at the hands of
organized labor, but rather the Women Workers Project of the Committee Against Anti-
Asian Violence.

In Chapter Four, Ness uses the invigorating story of an organizing effort that does grow
out of a union partnership with UNITE Local 169 among workers in the green grocery
industry to shed light on the challenges faced by unions today in efforts to organize in the
low-wage small shop retail sector. The campaign had all the elements of a successful effort:
a progressive, committed local union, a strong community-based coalition that made a
consumer boycott a credible strategy, an indigenous organization of Mexican workers and
an aggressive attorney general’s office to target the industry’s widespread underpayment of
wages. In particular, Ness discusses the role of consumer organizing as a key strategy
organizers can take advantage of, especially in retail and service industries: “In the new
economy, work is conducted in public, not inside closed factory gates, making it easier for
community residents concerned with workers’ rights to pressure employers to treat their
workers fairly.”

Jayaraman and Ness’s discussion of models of union and non-union worker organizing
in Chapter Five is especially useful. There are several topics they touch upon that merit
more in-depth treatment, one in particular is the history and experience of the AFL-CIO’s
associate membership programs which were begun during the 1980’s and 1990’s as a way
to attract non-union workers to union ranks. Were these programs unsuccessful and if so,
why, what might have been done differently? Another is the history of UNITE’s Garment
Workers Justice Centers which were worker centers organized by the union in four cities in
1994 (Miami, Los Angeles, New York and San Francisco) but closed down by the end of
that decade. Was there an internal struggle within UNITE about keeping them open?
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In Chapter Six, Jayaraman tackles one of the most vexing challenges for worker centers:
providing services such as legal assistance to workers who have been taken advantage of on
the job versus organizing groups of workers to fight for improvements at their places of
employment and in the community at large. It is in the context of their dual oppression as
workers and immigrants, the long-term nature of solutions, and pressing short-term needs
that the majority of worker centers have come around to the necessity of service delivery.
The provision of services is a major draw—it gets workers walking through the door—and
also a way that centers gain legitimacy with immigrant workers as well as the broader
community. But while most centers do provide services, especially legal support for
pursuing unpaid wages, they do so with great trepidation because they want to promote
collective and systemic approaches to change. They want workers to see that the solution to
their situation requires collective action to alter the relations of power and win concrete
victories, and worry that helping workers individually cuts against that message and takes
time and resources away from that work. Practically, they also find that many workers who
come to the centers seeking help with individual problems simply do not remain involved
after their own cases are resolved. In this chapter, Jayaraman recounts her experience
reorganizing the legal clinic to address these tensions at the Workplace Project in Long
Island. In a later chapter, Monika Batra, a core organizer of Workers Awaaz, the first
organization in the US committed to organizing South Asian domestic workers, also
astutely discusses the tension between law and organizing as well as the many challenges
unique to organizing domestic workers.

In Chapter Nine, Jayaraman goes on to describe the Restaurant Opportunities Center or
ROC-NY, the worker center she went on to found with displaced Windows on the World
workers, after concluding her work with the Workplace Project. “What was initially
intended as a temporary measure of support for displaced workers from the World Trade
Center has become an immigrant worker-led center with its sights set on organizing 99% of
New York City’s restaurant workforce that does not enjoy the benefits of a union.” Over the
past 5 years, ROC-NY has become the source of information and policy innovation about
working conditions for restaurant workers citywide. It has succeeded in compelling the
former Windows on the World owner to hire back scores of former employees in his new
restaurant, it has won hundreds of thousands of dollars in back wages and discrimination
claims for restaurant workers. Most impressively, as a worker center it has pioneered quasi-
collective bargaining agreements such as the one it won at Three Guys restaurant in uptown
Manhattan where it won a settlement which provided for discrimination, paid vacations,
paid sick days, promotions, the firing of an abusive waiter and a posting in the restaurant
guaranteeing workers the involvement of ROC-NY in the case of any future discrimination.
A similar agreement with Smith & Wollensky pushed the envelope even further, providing
unpaid overtime wages and discrimination payments, vacations, sick days, internal job
postings, job security and an employee manual. In 2006, the organization opened a
cooperatively owned restaurant intended to serve as a model for the industry and to create a
group of worker-owners to advocate for restaurant workers’ rights the city over.

Perhaps the most striking point about this collection of essays is how tenuous the
connection is between organized labor and the contemporary worker organizing efforts
described herein. Unions may have come to recognize that workers who were once largely
orthogonal to organized labor project low-wage workers at the bottom of the wage scale,
both due to their numbers and location in non-footloose economic sectors—are now central
to it, but they still haven’t figured out models of membership and representation that will
bring them inside the House of Labor. Understandably given what they are up against,
unions that are most adept at organizing in low-wage industries choose their targets very
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carefully and then focus exclusively on those campaigns. They reject reactive organizing—
disparaging the “hot shop” approach in which unions respond to shops that reach out to
them whether or not they fit within the union’s core industry. In addition, they are most
likely to focus on workers whose employment relationships can be traced to very large
corporations (via sub-contracting supply chains). But this approach leaves out a lot of the
low-wage immigrant workers who come to the worker centers described in this book and
often work in highly competitive industries characterized by small employers, subcon-
tractors and shorter term employment relationships (overwhelmingly in the private sector).

To address these situations, unions must work with worker centers to improve overall
labor standards via public policy initiatives and improved enforcement strategies but they
must also work together to develop new models of membership and organization that
enable them to provide low-wage workers what craft unions have traditionally provided for
construction and entertainment workers. To respond to conditions in today’s low wage
industries, unions must create models of permanent organization that bring workers into
membership across a multitude of employers and provide the voice, political community,
stability, training, and access to benefits that they cannot get from their employers.

I am not suggesting that unions embark upon a fool’s errand—conducting traditional
organizing campaigns in inhospitable places. But I am suggesting that there may be ways to
offer meaningful membership in the labor movement to low-wage workers whose
employers are not traditional union targets. I am not talking about the associate membership
programs many unions experimented with a generation ago, but rather about a robust full
membership model that is just not premised on a long-term relationship with a single
employer. There are too many workers in this situation today for today’s unions not to be
able to accommodate them.

In addition to new membership models, there must be ways for worker centers as
organizations to become affiliated if they choose, either through being chartered as locals
by international unions or by becoming directly affiliated locals of the AFL-CIO.

Janice Fine is an Assistant Professor of Labor Studies and Employment Relations at the School of
Management and Labor Relations, Rutgers University. She is also Senior Fellow for Organizing and Policy
at the Center for Community Change (CCC). Her book Worker Centers: Organizing Communities at the
Edge of the Dream was released in 2006 by Cornell University Press and the Economic Policy Institute.
Fine’s most recent articles include “A Marriage Made in Heaven? Mismatches and Misunderstandings
Between Worker Centers and Unions” in the British Journal of Industrial Relations and “Why Labor Needs a
Plan B” in the New Labor Forum. Fine has also worked as a community, labor and electoral organizer for
more than twenty years.
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The decline of the labor movement in the US has alarmed observers who have seen the
New Deal labor accords eviscerated over the past 60 years to the point where the National
Labor Relations Act is no longer viewed by most organizing unions as a means to recruit
new members, but a tactic in the fight for giving workers rights. Here in the US to have a
voice through a ballot workers must get the approval of the National Labor Relations
Board, a sham form of democracy even for the most authoritarian state.

In response to this disturbing situation a growing number of labor historians, social
scientists, and journalists direct blame at shredded by Congressional Republicans with
meek opposition from Democrats. The plethora of literature on the sad shape of the US
labor movement predominates—however, a growing number are now examining means of
overcoming the conundrum through looking at past and present efforts to organize new
workers into unions. Vanessa Tait puts a positive spin on the condition, through prodigious
efforts for poor people to struggle for their rights. The title Poor Workers’ Unions
instantaneously draws one’s curiosity to these organizations.

Where are poor people organizing today? The cataclysmic decline of manufacturing in
1980s—the bulwark for the working poor since the early twentieth century—is eroding the
power of unionized labor as more industry move overseas. The poor people’s unions
represented workers in textiles, steel, and auto manufacturing. Today those organizing
unions (virtually all organize poor people working from check to check) tend to focus on
the growing service and health care sectors. The virtual disappearance of the highly
unionized garment and textile industry since the 1970s pushed UNITE to shift to organizing
commercial and institutional laundries and by the 1970s SEIU, formerly BSEIU (Building
Service Employees International Union) determined that its future viability rested in
organizing health care workers rather than building service workers. The changing political
economy transformed the landscape that unions occupy. Today, the most successful unions
are organizing immigrant laborers who now work in the growing sectors of the economy.
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Tait’s work is not about the shift from manufacturing to service organizing, as such, but
an account of poor people’s struggles for justice from the 1970s civil rights movement to
the present day. The book does not examine union organizing strategies but the rare and
remarkable struggles for social justice. Poor People’s Movements, the seminal work on poor
people’s organizing written in 1978 by Frances Piven and Richard Cloward examines the
historical struggles of poor people to survival and respect. Unions reflect the capacity of
labor to mobilize and reduce the unchecked power of employers to impose their will in the
workplace. As the hegemonic power of capital has grown in the last 30 years the search for
a new means of organization is more crucial than at any time in the last 70 years. The task
of the union is to consolidate the power of labor struggles at workplaces and to grasp the
transformative energy of labor movements into strong and lasting organizations.

Social movements that challenged the state and capital in the US only emerged in special
periods of economic upheaval and distress. Today labor mobilization is used to advance
worker rights on the job. Tait correctly demonstrates a strong relationship between the
1960s civil rights movements and the growth in union organizing and representation.

Poor Workers’ Unions is devoted to new forms of labor organization—from ACORN’s
United Labor Unions, worker centers, workfare unions, and the rise of unions seeking to
focus on organizing rather than servicing. Tait argues that the primary obstacle to new labor
organizing is the entrenched bureaucracy within the national and local unions. To change
the calculus unions must mobilize and shift resources to activists within unions and
workplaces who are most militant and devoted to organizing. To trigger a wave of
organizing unions, according to Tait, unions must promote worker centers and other new
labor unions with a strong community ties. To build rank-and-file power, these nascent
organizations represent a wave of the future, but only if the organized unions turn their
attention to organizing and strengthening these new forms.

To be sure, the social movement formation that Tait provides recounts past efforts of
people willing to risk their lives for social justice. For this reason, it is a valuable reminder
of the restorative nature of popular movements. The book is both a history of organized
labor’s failure to shift primary attention to activating labor at the base. It is also a detailed
analysis of new forms of successful organizing in building worker power through
community, worker center, and welfare-based unions. However, many of these efforts
have not produced expected results since unions do not see new forms of labor organization
as crucial to building labor power. In the final instance, unions appear bonded to
maintaining the gains of the past with no creative vision for future revitalization that Tait
sees clearly necessary for the creation of democratic unions.

Tait revisits a popular history of social movements and their linkage to union drives that
were built through worker self-activity. As we strain for answers or even solutions to the
declining socioeconomic power of working people, it is clear that energizing the base is
necessary but will not in itself grow without a new workers’ movement.

Clearly workers maintain power of some manner in the workplace, whether or not it is
legitimated through a union contract. Throughout US history workers and organizers built
strong and lasting unions through appropriating the often silent but always militant
tendency of working people into mass action and forcing employers to accept new deals
that they would never have in previous eras.

To advance our understanding of building Poor Workers’ Unions sees workers as the
backbone to a strong labor movement. Still, the spiraling decline in labor today necessitates
organizing drives that consolidate working-class power. To have a union is to maintain the
capacity to challenge employer efforts to undermine workers. A union contract, if enforced,
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is a means to demonstrate that workers can establish and maintain power through their self-
activity.

This task is now more challenging than ever. The history of poor people’s struggles as
recounted so well by Tait is crucial for students to understand. This book serves as evidence
that the working class is capable and frequently disposed to fight against injustice. The
conundrum of how to shift from bureaucratic to activist unionism and building poor or
working class power in an age of corporate hegemony requires further elaboration. On
balance, the book is eminently suitable for adoption as reading in history and social science
classes.

Immanuel Ness is Professor of Political Science at Brooklyn College of the City University of New York.
He is a labor activist and organizer and writes on U.S. labor, working-class consciousness, and the
transformation of social relations. He is currently completing the World Encyclopedia of Protest and
Revolution in the Modern Era, a book on migrant labor and guest workers in the US, Jamaica, and India, and
edits WUSA: The Journal of Labor and Society, a quarterly labor and working class journal published by
Wiley-Blackwell.
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# Springer Science + Business Media, LLC 2007

Zlolniski’s contribution to our understanding of Mexican immigrants’ lives and their
challenges in the United States could not come at a better time. In March of 2006, Los
Angeles saw the biggest mobilization for immigrant rights as fought against HR 4437, a bill
that would furthermore criminalize undocumented immigrants. Later in September, around
300 people were arrested in an effort to help unionize hotel workers in Los Angeles and
fight for the rights of immigrants simultaneously. Needless to say, this is a crucial time for
the immigrant rights movement.

Janitors, Street Vendors, and Activists is an urgently needed contribution to our
understanding of immigrants as women, workers, and activists. The fieldwork takes place
between 1993 and 2004 through ethnographic methods, in-depth interviews and secondary,
census-data analysis. Zlolniski’s purpose is to “...examine how structural economic and
political forces in Silicon Valley work themselves out in the everyday lives of the barrio
residents, and the varied ways in which the residents respond to these forces individually
and collectively” (p. 3) by looking at work, household organization and activism. Zlolniski
draws heavily from Saskia Sassen to understand the labor market context of immigrant
workers and from Daniel Dohan to understand the adaptive strategies that Mexican
immigrants employ to overcome the economic, social and political challenges.

Chapter 1 properly sets the stage by providing the history of both the barrio, Santech,
and the development of the Silicon Valley as a center for information technology to
illustrate daily life in the barrio and its development. In chapter 2, we learn that immigrants
came to Santech as a result of a demand for low-skill service workers created by the
development of Silicon Valley as a center for information technology. This coupled with the
change from in-house hiring to the subcontracting of service workers led to the creation of a
segmented labor market for immigrants who receive low wages and few, if any, benefits.
Zlolniski’s main contribution in this chapter (as throughout the book) is the close attention
that he pays to the agency of immigrant workers in these service jobs. He does this
especially well in his description of a union organizing drive, and his accounts of the
meetings and rallies in which immigrant workers stepped up and challenged their
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employers. This is a much needed new image of immigrants in order to stop their reduction
to helpless victims.

Chapter 3 accounts for the informal sector jobs taken by immigrants to supplement their
incomes. Zlolniski shows how informal sector labor participation of immigrants is not due
to their lack of access to the formal sector, but rather to their need of supplementing the
latter’s low wages. But most interestingly, he breaks stereotypes of this sector with his
account of a professional dentist (trained in Mexico) running an illegal home clinic. Chapter
4 provides a description of the housing organization used to cope with economic stress.
While an important piece to this puzzle, this chapter’s material is not novel, but rather
revisits and reasserts conclusions from previous research. However, his specific attention to
the inequality that exists within these households, especially as they could be exploitative
towards the undocumented women in them, is laudable.

Chapter 5 provides descriptions of women’s community involvement and activism.
Their place in community and household life is shown to be a most cohesive force for the
economically challenged barrio. Zlolniski’s social awareness is fruitful in paying attention
to intersectionality; he finds that even though women are highly important to the
community, they also suffer exploitation and abuse at home.

Finally, Zlolniski excels at integrating the different themes progressively through the
chapters. This well-accomplished task provides a holistic view of the community. This
ethnographic account is not theoretically strong, but provides invaluable insight to
immigrant’s community formation processes. Zlolniski’s strongest contribution is his
window into the agency of immigrant workers in their everyday struggles. Following the
works of Daniel Dohan, he contributes to our knowledge of immigrant communities and
provides a good model to follow in ethnographic research of communities. This reviewer
sees this as an important book for anybody trying to understand social movements, work,
and life from the immigrant’s point of view.

Shigueru Julio Tsuha is a graduate student in the Department of Sociology at UC Riverside. He is currently
working on his dissertation topic of Japanese–Peruvian communities and identity in Southern California.
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As organized labor’s declining strength has occupied the news in recent years, interest in
innovative organizing approaches, often originating outside of the main labor federations
and their affiliates, has grown among activists and scholars of the labor movement. Among
such forms of organizing that challenge traditional conceptions of workers and unions are
community-based worker centers. Janice Fine’s Worker Centers: Organizing Communities
at the Edge of the Dream gives a richly detailed look at the strategic debates, internal
workings and external relations of these relatively new labor organizations.

The book, which grew out a national study of worker centers Fine conducted at the
Economic Policy Institute from 2003 to 2005, counts 137 worker centers in the US,
emerging in three “waves” from the late 1970s to the present day (pp. 10–11). The majority
serve immigrant workers (many of them undocumented) who toil in the largely unregulated
low-wage labor market, in what Fine calls “legal limbo”—covered by labor and employ-
ment laws but unable to fully exercise their rights due to lack of representation, or fears of
deportation or employer retribution (pp. 5, 74). Worker centers are generally geographically-
(rather than workplace-) based, and are usually held together in part by ethnic, racial or
linguistic commonalities that reflect existing labor market segmentation. In this sense, Fine
argues, worker centers are similar to late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century immigrant
worker support infrastructures such as ethnic associations, mutual aid societies and
settlement houses, which based their work within specific communities (pp. 33–37). Many
worker centers, however, have gone beyond this model, successfully organizing among
multiple ethnicities; for others, particularly those with a majority of female membership,
gender is also central to their organizing.

The sheer amount of data that Fine presents about these emerging organizations is a
valuable contribution to contemporary labor studies, a field that too often limits its attention
to more established institutions. Fine’s survey shows that worker centers are active across a
wide variety of industries, including day labor/construction (25%), hotel/restaurant/casino
(19%), agricultural (16%), domestic work (13%), health care (6%), manufacturing (6%),
poultry work (6%), temporary work (6%) and workfare (3%; p. 23). Her descriptions of the
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centers’ everyday work, drawing extensively on the voices of activists and staff, give
insights into the process of creating organizations from the ground up, among a population
of workers that has sometimes been stereotyped as “unorganizable.”

New York City’s Taxi Workers Alliance, for instance, has led many job actions among
its 5,000 mostly South Asian, Caribbean and African immigrant members, including two
highly successful one-day strikes against new restrictive policy proposals from the city. But
the Taxi Workers Alliance is no ordinary union. It grew out of an immigrants’ rights
organization in the Asian community, as its members responded to racist violence against
drivers and later discovered that wages were also fodder for organizing. In response to
industrial restructuring that reclassified the city’s taxi drivers as independent contractors,
the group organized a living wage campaign and won a 26% fare increase in 2004 (p. 136).
Another New York center, the Domestic Workers Union, has become a “collective voice”
for the city’s 600,000 housekeepers—who are scattered among nearly as many individual
workplaces—by encouraging workers to use a standardized contract requiring employers to
provide fair wages and conditions (p. 197). Similar organizing is happening among
construction day laborers across the nation. In Los Angeles, the National Day Laborer
Organizing Network, with the cooperation of local politicians, won the right to put a hiring
hall right on the premises of corporate giant Home Depot, providing a dignified space for
workers as well as tighter controls over wages and conditions.

“Worker centers provide mechanisms,” writes Fine, “through which low-wage workers
can speak and act on their own behalf to employers, industries, and government” (p. 197).
This has led to what Fine calls the centers’ greatest successes: enforcement of labor laws
(including compelling employers to pay large sums in back wages and setting minimum
rates for contingent workers); developing rank-and-file leaders and activists; and providing
a collective voice for low-wage workers (pp. 248–251). Fine also thoroughly assesses
worker centers’ weaknesses, including their relatively small size and reliance on outside
funding. Most receive substantial backing from foundations, churches or community
agencies, and have no reliable system for collecting dues. While this raises questions about
their sustainability, Fine rightly notes that this situation is not unlike that of earlier low-
wage labor organizations, such as the United Farm Workers, which did not develop a
reliable dues base until later in its history (pp. 232–33). Empowering workers through
education and consciousness-raising are among the centers’ most essential tasks, and most
have democratic structures in which rank-and-file workers fill leadership and decision-
making roles (p. 202, 232). But while the details of the centers’ funding mechanisms and
governance differ somewhat from those of traditional unions, much of the work they do is
classic worker organizing and representation.

This reality is at the heart of the model they offer to today’s labor movement. Worker
centers often thrive where existing unions don’t organize adequately, or don’t organize at
all, but where collective action on a variety of broadly defined “workers’ issues” is desper-
ately needed. Their focus is holistic, encompassing issues that significantly define the lives
of poor workers, such as language discrimination, immigration rights, housing, health care,
welfare, racism, sexism and workplace violence. Even in workplace actions, worker
centers’ tactics commonly go beyond traditional methods like card counts, union repre-
sentation elections, and contract bargaining, by utilizing social movement-style tactics such
as demonstrations, pickets, boycotts and group challenges to employers, with the goals of
building solidarity as well as winning real protections and changing policy. Because worker
centers, writes Fine, “have a more comprehensive and transformational approach to social
change, they are often not as ‘campaign-oriented’ as many unions and community-organizing
groups” (p. 201).
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Worker centers struggle with some of the same problems as the rest of labor, including
how to build member-driven organizations. For instance, legal services have historically
been an essential method of enforcing labor and immigration rights in a population especially
vulnerable to exploitation. But helping individuals with grievances is not as effective in the
long term, notes Fine, as organizing larger campaigns for better wages and fairer conditions.
Some centers, such as the Workplace Project on Long Island, have restructured their legal
work to encourage more collective response, so that the resources put into defending rights
can help “grow” a larger movement (pp. 85–86). In this respect, worker centers face the same
dilemma as more traditional labor organizations, which in recent years have debated the need
to balance “servicing” the contractual rights of their membership with organizing campaigns
meant to expand workers’ rights and unions’ reach.

There is a contentious history of mistrust between worker centers and unions. Fine de-
scribes a “dramatic culture clash” in which worker centers see unions as “top-down, undem-
ocratic, and disconnected from the community,” while unions criticize centers as
“undisciplined and unrealistic about what it takes to win” (p. 124). While some unions view
worker centers as outsiders or even enemies, others have embraced them as allies. Still, Fine
found that only 15% of worker centers have close relationships with unions, and centers
“often feel marginalized by the AFL-CIO and other national entities” (p. 121, 241). New
collaborations, such as the AFL-CIO’s partnership with the National Day Labor Organizing
Network, may signal that such institutional barriers are giving way to the desire to build a
broader labor movement.

This question of movement-building is at the center of the current debate about reviving
labor’s power, which has declined precipitously since the 1950s, most certainly due to
employer and state opposition as well as shifting economic realities, but also due in part to
the dominance of bureaucratized institutions, narrow definitions of constituency, and
limited tactical imagination. Worker centers, along with progressive trade unions and
community-based economic justice groups, offer a different vision—a closer-to-the-ground
movement of local activism, one in which “workers” include those outside of stable
employment relationships and the traditional factory floor, and who act as agents of change
rather than as simply payers of dues. Such a vision is deeply rooted in the history of the US
labor movement, from the late-nineteenth-century Knights of Labor’s commitment to
organize all workers, no matter what their place in society, to some pre-New Deal unions
that, as Dorothy Sue Cobble has noted, opened hiring halls and employment bureaus in
often successful bids to organize contingent workers (Cobble 2001).

Worker centers are a vital continuation of this strand of organizing history. Is the worker
center movement sustainable, and if so, what will it look like as it continues to evolve? Will
the union movement open its doors wider to groups that are organized differently from
itself, facilitating a broader social justice movement? What will each of these distinctive
parts of the labor movement learn from each other, and how will it change them? Fine’s
book gives us a window onto how workers are constructing themselves, their organizations
and their movements. Worker centers are open spaces for such development, and as such
are crucial to labor’s future.
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