
      

 

        

  

 

           

              

             

            

          

           

         

         

           

          

            

      

          

           

               

           

               

               

              

            

            

         

               

BOOK R EVIEW                                                                                                             

 

Employers, Unions and the Immigration Debate 

Immigrant Labor and the New Precariat by Ruth Milkman. (Polity Press, 2020) 

Reviewed by Geordy Canela 

This book explores the belief, common among many Americans in the past two election cycles, that 

immigration is the cause of economic precarity and growing inequality in the U.S. work force. The author is a 

Distinguished Professor of Sociology at the Graduate Center at CUNY and the director of research at CUNY’s 

School of Labor and Urban Studies. In the book’s introductory chapter, she explains the growth of immigration 

as politicians have supported employers’ demand for low-wage workers. She also explains the often-yawning 

disparities between working conditions of white-collar workers compared to those of immigrants. The findings 



             

               

           

           

            

              

             

           

          

       

          

         

             

    

            

        

               

          

              

            

              

         

           

           

         

              



             

           

        

         

         

              

                 

              

               

           

         

          

            

             

          

     



        

   

            

              

          

          

         

               

         

       

          

          

          

      

            

         

             

          

            

            

           

           

              

      

           

          

           

          

              

             

               

           

          

         

            

citizenship for three million undocumented immigrants, but also barred employers from “knowingly” hiring 

unauthorized immigrant workers. 

In the neoliberal era, there have been several efforts to prevent the influences of organized labor which 

has caused the rate of unionization to suffer drastically. One of the major factors that contributed to de-

unionization was more nonunion construction. Buildings that were constructed throughout this period started 

hiring for basic cleaning positions like janitors. These jobs were non-unionized because they required fewer 

skills and were occupied mostly by immigrants. Meatpacking was another job that was non-unionized and was 

often located in areas that were unlikely to be able to unionize. Chapter Three explores in close detail how jobs 

have been affected by de-unionization throughout the U.S. and presents factual evidence regarding the impact 

of governmental regulations on immigration and its relationship with available jobs. 

Chapter Four, “Growing Inequality and Immigrants Employment in Paid Domestic Labor and Service 

Industry Jobs,” explains the distribution of wealth throughout the United States. Inequality in areas such as 
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unions to serve the immigrant workforce. Chapter Five focuses on the organization of the immigrant and 

migrant workers and their fight to join unions while facing several conflicts based on racism. 

After reading Immigrant Labor and the New Precariat, the author had largely succeeded presenting a 

wealth of relevant information, with ample factual data to support her conclusions on the positive impact of 

immigration. The ideology that immigrants have a negative effect on the American economy and society is 

strongly contradicted throughout the book and she displays a more liberal view regarding the issue of 

immigration. That view not only discredits the opposing, largely Republican case, but also provides a clearer 

understanding of the roots of conservative Americans’ frequent hostility to new immigrants. Overall, the book 

has great strengths and, even with its weaknesses, makes a valuable contribution to the sociology of 

immigration. 

One of the crucial pieces of evidence that I found lacking in her book is the effect of long-term resident 

immigrants. Throughout her book, she claims that arriving immigrants lack the skills required to take away 

white-collar American jobs; however, she does not explore the skill sets of the children of these immigrants and 

their effect on American jobs. Many children of migrant parents receive an American education which allows 


