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Organized labor reached the zenith of its social and political influence during the 1950s and 1960s. Union representation peaked at 

35 percent of the work force in 1954 and strikes like the 116-day walkout conducted by the United Steel Workers of America in 1959 
could bring production to a virtual halt. The American Federation of Labor and the Congress of Industrial Organizations merged in 
1955, creating the prospect of an even stronger labor movement, and both the Kennedy and Johnson administrations listened when 
labor spoke. Today, unions represent less than 14 percent of the work force, strikebreaking is the norm in many labor disputes, and the 
AFL-CIO is often overlooked or silent during national debates on social policy. What happened to labor? What is to be done? 

 

 Part history and part prescription, From the Ashes of the Old is Stanley Aronowitz’s timely effort to answer these questions. 

Once a labor organizer, he is now Distinguished Professor of Sociology at the CUNY Graduate School. Aronowitz traces organized 

labor’s problems back to the post-World War II prosperity that lessened corporate resistance to unions, and sapped labor’s organizing 

energy and political edge. As a result, unions were unprepared for the ensuing era of corporate downsizing, the export of 

manufacturing jobs to low-wage locales, and the attack on the New Deal social compact. Unions also left themselves open to the 

charge that they had become just another interest group representing predominantly well-paid, white male workers while the economy 

and its workforce were becoming more diverse. If labor is to revitalize itself and champion the interests of all working Americans, 
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Although it was overturned by the courts on a legal technicality, the coalition that made it happen could serve as a model for future 

lobbying campaigns. The AFL-CIO has yet to make a full-scale effort to organize clerical workers and they should be one of its highest 

priorities. 

 

 Knowledge workers, such as professionals and managers, should also be as a prime part of the AFL-CIO’s organizing 

strategy. Aronowitz cites three trends that make organizing them a more likely prospect than in the past: more professionals are 

becoming salaried employees as the prospect of owning their own practice becomes prohibitive; which in turn has triggered a loss of 

decisionmaking autonomy as these functions are assumed by supervisors; and the oversupply of professionals gives employers more 

power over personnel. As contingent work becomes more widespread, unions are organizing teaching adjuncts. Adjuncts at Nassau 

Community College, for example, formed their own local to represent their interests vis-a-vis full-timers. Organizing knowledge 

workers is a timely suggestion in light of recent trends in the medical profession. The growing power of HMOs over their salaried 

doctors has forced increasing numbers of them to join unions to defend their traditional decisionmaking prerogatives. The American 

Medical Association’s recent decision to establish its own union for salaried physicians reflects this new reality. As the definition of 

who-is-a-worker? evolves, the AFL-CIO needs to coordinate these efforts and find common cause with professional associations. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

 Aronowitz asserts that organized labor’s loyalty t


