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In a time of unreserved desolation, Labor in
the Time of Trump searches for evidence to
demonstrate how the labor movement
remains relevant while undergoing the
most rigorous stress test: enduring the pres-
idency of Donald Trump. A steadfast sup-
porter of capital, Trump captured the White
House in 2016 with tangible electoral sup-
port from middle- and working-class voters
throughout the South and even in labor’s
strongholds in the midwestern and north-
eastern states with a prodigious history of
union membership. Labor in the Time of
Trump reviews forty years of bipartisan neo-
liberal economic policies that eventually
undermined the power of organized labor,
a reliable Democratic constituency from the
1930s to the present. By the 2010s, trade
unions could no longer depend on their
erstwhile working-class constituencies in
the Rust Belt to be steadfast Democratic
voters. By 2010, the Democratic Party was
unable to check the corporate-led backlash
against public-sector unions in Wisconsin,
as Republicans had won statehouses and
legislatures in key Democratic states. Trump,
formerly a Democrat, presented himself as
a protector of high-wage industrial jobs that
had been outsourced to low-cost producers
overseas. Ironically, Trump’s moniker
‘‘Make America Great Again’’ gained traction
among angry workers who envisaged the
return of the New Deal era. While we can
quibble about the percentage of the working
class who voted for Trump in 2016, it would
be a mistake to deny that Trump benefited
from a generous share of right-wing workers
and the even more numerous workers who
stayed away from the polls.

Appraisals of social and political organiza-
tions are always dependent on the expectations

of the analyst. How well does an organization
attain the goals and objectives, and how has
it fallen short under the prevailing circum-
stances? Labor in the Time of Trump tries to
show the resilience of the labor movement
even during a time of intense opposition
from the federal government.

Still, what remains uncertain is how
Trump’s policies pose a distinctive threat to
trade unions in the United States today com-
pared to those of his Republican predeces-
sors. Of course, the Trump administration
has appointed anti-labor officials to the
National Labor Relations Board (NLRB)
and Occupational Safety and Health Admin-
istration (OSHA), but is his personal impri-
matur bluntly responsible for these appoint-
ments? As labor policy has become less sig-
nificant than ever in recent memory, it is
likely that Trump delegated most of these
decisions to government bureaucrats who
selected lawyers sharing capital’s position
on regulation and opposing new union orga-
nizing and occupational safety enforcement.

Who’s to Blame?

Written by leading American labor scholars,
journalists, and labor movement officials
and edited by Jasmine Kerrissey, Eve Wein-
baum, Clare Hammonds, Tom Juravich,
and Dan Clawson, Labor in the Time of Trump

Labor in the Time of Trump, edited by
Jasmine Kerrissey, Eve Weinbaum,
Clare Hammonds, Tom Juravich, and
Dan Clawson. Ithaca, NY: ILR Press,
2020. 257 pp. $24.95 paper. ISBN:
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is divided into four parts. Part I examines the
development of a conservative social and
economic agenda over the past two decades,
the rise of the right wing and Trump, and the
implications for the labor movement and the
possibility of labor organizing. Nancy
MacLean places the blame for the success
of the right wing on the tenacious corporate
support for right-wing think tanks, founda-
tions, and academics over several decades,
which congealed and gained purchase in
2016. Corporate NGO support for the right
was aimed at completing the neoliberal pro-
ject begun four decades ago by fully remov-
ing public-sector protections and the endur-
ing segments of the labor movement joined
to welfare state programs that had persisted
after the decline of the manufacturing and
service sectors: public education, health
care, and government services, where trade
unions tended to remain relatively healthy.
Though the right may have expanded its
organizing on a state and local level, the
ideological assault on the welfare state and
labor was in full swing well before Trump
assumed the presidency in 2016. Certainly,
as Gordon Lafer contends, Trump’s election
sent a strong signal that public-sector
workers would be exposed to federal and
state cutbacks and the relatively better-off
workers in trade unions would face the max-
imum force of public-sector budget cuts,
which are opposed by popular majorities,
even in states that voted for Trump. But
Bill Fletcher Jr. and José La Luz point to the
inescapable rise of right-wing populism
and mobilization of racism, sexism, and
xenophobia accompanying the Trump elec-
toral victory.

The Right-Wing Ascendant

Part II continues the charge that American
workers have been deceived by nefarious
right-wing forces seeking to erode unions
and the public sector. A persistent conun-
drum remains in the assertion that an unwit-
ting American working class votes against
its own interests in elections by supporting
Republicans seeking to cut the public sector
rather than Democrats who purportedly
seek to espouse the significance of govern-
ment spending for these jobs. In truth,
Democrats have a checkered record in

protecting the public sector from local, state,
and federal budget cuts. The Democratic
Party is dominated by proponents of privat-
ization of public services, charter schools,
and tax exemptions for the rich.

The party is certainly divided, but its sup-
port for the labor movement has significant-
ly diminished over the past 50 years; and it
would be erroneous to attribute the decline
of unions simply to Trump and the Republi-
cans. Democrats have eagerly embraced
neoliberal policies that have contributed to
the decline of manufacturing and are at
best divided on defending public-sector
workers. Jon Shelton attributes the rise of
the right wing in Wisconsin, with anti-union
Republican Scott Walker’s election in
2010, to the decline of the industrial econo-
my there and the resultant attack against
public-sector workers, which, in turn, pres-
ages the future confrontation with the bas-
tion of Americans unions in the public
sector.

Sarah Jaffe engages in an admirable endeav-
or to absolve the ‘‘working class’’ for its sup-
port of the rightward shift in the United States
by presenting electoral data revealing that
two-thirds of those who voted for Trump in
2016 earn incomes higher than 50 percent of
the total population. But this evidence demon-
strates that Trump received impressive sup-
port from white workers and uncovers the
illusion that the white working class in the
United States is in one way progressive on
social issues. The chapter correctly shows
that the working class in the United States
is not just white, but is composed of black
and Latinx populations as well. Still, how
can we explain their tepid support for
Hillary Clinton and the Democratic Party,
or even the support of the majority of white
women, who would face cuts to social serv-
ices but voted for Trump? Jaffe is accurate
in recognizing the importance of under-
standing why workers were not too keen
on the Democrats and Clinton. But the big-
ger question is the far greater number of
workers who abstained from voting—likely
a popular majority.

Privatization of public services is not
a novel idea that was abruptly imposed by
Trump, as Donald Cohen shows in a histori-
cal examination of bipartisan support for
eroding the private sector dating back to
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Ronald Reagan and continuing through
Republican and Democratic administrations
for 40 years. Yet concurrently, as privatiza-
tion schemes have eroded the economic
security of Americans, local electoral initia-
tives have increased minimum wages even
in conservative Republican states. Still, it is
undeniable that trade unions have taken
a back seat in many of these initiatives,
which shows the vast decline in their power
over the past four decades. A generation
ago, workers battled for higher wages direct-
ly against their employers. Today, wage
gains are won through public ballot ordi-
nances, in city halls or state capitol build-
ings. Indisputably, trade unions support
public initiatives to increase wages and
improve working conditions, but they no
longer exercise a decisive role in labor-
management relations as they did only
twenty years ago. Thus, to depict ‘‘labor in
the time of Trump,’’ scholars must observe
the role of progressive organizations, liberal
NGOs, and inchoate popular movements in
re-regulating the economy. To be sure, these
initiatives to improve the lot of low-wage
workers are not the norm in many states
and localities throughout the United States.

A Strategy to Rebuild Labor

Part III, ‘‘Challenges and Coalition Opportu-
nities,’’ adds to the narrative that the major-
ity of the working class in the United States
is conservative and disinterested and must
build coalitions with progressive move-
ments to advance a common front against
neoliberal capitalism, which produces cli-
mate change and criminalizes and demon-
izes black people and immigrants. The
editors and contributors draw the reader to
conclude that the labor movement will
prosper if the broader working class
embraces progressive politics. Perhaps, but
the labor movement has rarely taken up
a unified position on policies, and some
trade unions have advocated policies that
pollute the environment, oppose diversity,
and support mass incarceration.

Unquestionably, climate change is a
major danger to humanity, and Trump is a
climate-change denier, which has empow-
ered the fossil fuel industry and has taken

a catastrophic toll on workers, chiefly in
the global South, where industrial produc-
tion is concentrated. Lara Skinner suggests
that a pro-climate, low-carbon economy
can contribute to the development of new
jobs in the Green Economy, which will sus-
tain workers and forestall the most deleteri-
ous effects of climate change. Trump has
opened up the environment to private
industry and reversed climate accords and
environmental initiatives advanced by
Obama. While construction, mining, and
oil drilling unions oppose climate regula-
tion, the passage and implementation of
a Green New Deal would potentially open
up many new industries for unionization.
Let’s assume that widespread public and
political support for a new industrial econo-
my emerges and fosters the passage of
a Green New Deal, developing a sustainable
system of production: who is to say these
new enterprises would be unionized? One
must remember that many of the same offi-
cials in New York state who support climate
jobs also advanced Amazon’s efforts to build
a headquarters in Long Island City, which
opposed any agreement on neutrality in
union elections. As demonstrated in the
Amazon case, a Green New Deal is highly
likely to be coopted by finance capital and
big business.

Private-sector unions in the United States
have declined from over 20 percent of the
private sector in the 1980s to 5 percent of
the economy today, and they are projected
to dwindle further. Meanwhile, investors
view unions as a drain on profits and mana-
gerial control. Unionizing a green economy
is nothing more than wishful thinking, as
there does not appear to be a base of support
for trade unions in the proposed industry.
As automotive companies are shifting from
carbon-producing vehicles to electricity and
other cleaner sources, some car manufacturers
may remain in the UAW. Small-scale initia-
tives, such as those discussed by Skinner in
New York state, are important steps, but sup-
port for climate protection and clean energy
is rooted in pleasing rhetoric. Almost any
union will support a cleaner economy, but it
is far more difficult to create these positions,
outside of pilot projects, especially if elected
officials provide funding for these jobs.
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Yet the United States is producing even
more fossil fuels today than it was in the
1970s, and petroleum is more plentiful.
Countering Trump’s pro-capitalist, fossil
fuel agenda on a local level to provide exam-
ples for clean-energy jobs is a useful exercise
in demonstrating the viability of a green
economy, yet even the mainstream of the
Democratic Party has opposed progressive
efforts to transform the economy. The elec-
tion of candidates supporting a climate
movement has proven a chimera and the
exception rather than the rule—they may
draw attention to an alternative to business
as usual, but without broad support.
Although the climate movement has engen-
dered trade union support, it is hard to envi-
sion a weak union movement at the forefront
of a climate movement, as capital is already
developing new means of production for
the next technological advance in locations
in the global South where corporations con-
tract work to low-wage workers who will
build vehicles as part of global commodity
chains. While community initiatives are crit-
ically important, we must go beyond local,
state, and national implementation of a cli-
mate movement. Such a movement will
have to take on far more than Donald
Trump.

Trump has done extensive damage to U.S.
immigration policies through proffering
draconian presidential orders that criminal-
ize migrant laborers to demonstrate his sup-
port for white American workers. Shannon
Gleeson’s chapter on migration offers a sober
analysis of organized labor’s potential sig-
nificance in helping to craft a humanitarian
policy while also recruiting new constituen-
cies of workers into the labor movement.
Trump’s policies have not only been damag-
ing for unions seeking to organize undocu-
mented and irregular workers, but they have
dehumanized immigrants through restricting
immigration for Muslims, building the border
wall, and endangering the DREAM Act. Since
the 1990s, trade unions have been leaders in
mobilizing migrant workers through union
organizing campaigns. Immigrant workers
are far more supportive of unionization than
native-born workers, and they occupy a strate-
gic position in the economy to win campaigns
against employers. Migrant workers have
been an essential component of new growth

in the union movement, and advancing their
rights is a necessary step in building a stronger
union movement. Migrant and immigrant
workers operate in key service sectors of the
economy ripe for organizing: food services,
retail, and transportation and logistics, and,
with the support of organized labor, Trump’s
repressive policies toward immigrants will
be overturned in a future administration.

Cedric Johnson provides an all-embracing
assessment of how the repressive apparatus
of the state is dominated by corporate adver-
saries of what he calls a ‘‘surplus popula-
tion’’ residing in low-income communities
and people of color. Indeed, Trump’s politi-
cal constituency favors aggressive policing
and mass incarceration over funding social
programs and unionized public-sector
employment that would address the root
causes of poverty and inequality that often
give rise to higher crime rates. Trade unions
have utterly failed to stem budget cuts to
programs in urban areas that provided a seg-
ment of the urban working class employ-
ment and economic sustenance. Johnson
stresses that the war against the poor is
a bipartisan program sustained over
decades, shifting spending to the military
and privileging a white middle class.

Even if Trump has given free rein to police
and the carceral state, we must not forget
that police violence against black youth
was not checked under the Obama adminis-
tration, setting the stage for the Black Lives
Matter (BLM) movement, which in due
course was co-opted and sidelined by the
Democratic Party well before the 2016 elec-
tion, yet reemerged as a major political
movement in June 2020 as a major protest
movement emerged and expanded. BLM
represents the most significant movement
across the Obama and Trump terms in office.
The most operative question is if and how
organized labor can align with BLM to build
an anti-racist movement. Yet the labor move-
ment’s close relationships to police and law
enforcement unions are impediments to
building a meaningful anti-racist working-
class alliance.

Long invoked as a transformative force for
the urban poor, the labor movement does not
come into sight as a solution to the problem
of urban poverty in the United States.
Johnson views the solution to endemic
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poverty and racism not only in jobs
programs but in establishing universal eco-
nomic security through what appears to be
universal basic income for victimized urban
communities of color, which can only come
about through challenging right-wing reac-
tionary forces in the United States. Advanc-
ing a broad political front in opposition to
popular racist tropes that punish the poor
and people of color and in support of an
anti-racist agenda is a difficult task for con-
temporary trade unions, which must unify
unionized police and prison guards with
public service and gig economy workers,
and requires drawing up a comprehensive
program for a just social-economic transfor-
mation that would necessitate systemic
political change in opposition to the
corporate-dominated Democratic Party.

Reviving U.S. Labor?

As American organized labor has fallen
deeper and deeper into irrelevance over the
past 50 years, now and again the AFL-CIO
has conjured a new program for restoring
the labor movement to its past glory through
new political and programmatic strategies.
Each time, these efforts have failed. The
contributors to Part IV of Labor in the Time
of Trump are only slightly less optimistic
than their precursors. Organizing the U.S.
South appears once again to be the keystone
to strengthening the labor movement.
MaryBe McMillan, president of the North
Carolina state AFL-CIO, stresses the need
to organize the South as the lodestar to
restoring the labor movement to its past glo-
ry. Organizing the South has remained
a challenge for labor since Operation Dixie
failed after World War II. In each decade,
new initiatives are proffered by the AFL-
CIO and other national unions.

While the labor movement has made
little progress, on the whole, workers have
shunned organizing initiatives since well
before Trump became president. In the
past, advocates for building the labor move-
ment in the South have placed the blame on
anti-labor politicians who have strenuously
resisted labor organizing through waging
legal and political campaigns that discour-
age and frighten workers away from unions.
But anti-union campaigns are ubiquitous

throughout the United States, and trade
union supporters should also ask if workers
in the South and elsewhere are content to
work without unions, especially as the union
wage advantage has narrowed over the past
two to three decades. Still, as McMillan
suggests, a case must be made for unions
as a moral force for equality and unity across
race and gender. To achieve the task of orga-
nizing the South requires greater political
engagement on the national, state, and local
levels of unions through empowering the
AFL-CIO, state federations of labor, and
Central Labor Councils, which unify unions
around community campaigns. Though the
AFL-CIO has pledged to organize the South,
the embattled federation has set aside scant
resources for organizing the region as it des-
perately seeks to protect its threatened
redoubt in the Northeast.

Jennifer Klein makes a compelling case for
home-care workers, a crucial sector for
union growth in the first two decades of
the twentieth century. Demand for home-
care services has grown dramatically as the
U.S. population ages, and unions have mobi-
lized hundreds of thousands of these
workers into new members since the 1990s.
It is precisely these sectors where women
and people of color have made gains that
are targeted by anti-union employers. Politi-
cal assaults against home-care workers are
coordinated by Republican elected officials.
Trade unions and their members must mobi-
lize collective action against the right-wing
political assault to counter ‘‘right-to-work’’
initiatives that seek to erode support for
unions in the public sector. The Supreme
Court’s Janus decision in 2018 has presented
a major threat to the capacity of public-sector
unions to defend the interests of workers. In
view of the political setbacks for public-
sector unions, Klein maintains that unions
must demonstrate the labor movement’s
indispensable role in defending the right to
association and democratic participation.

In the book’s final chapter, Kyla Walters
assesses the Massachusetts Teachers Associ-
ation (MTA) effort to defeat Question 2,
a right-wing initiative aimed at expanding
charter schools to 120 localities in the state.
Passage of the charter school initiative
would severely undermine the wages and
job security of public school employees.
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Walters contends that the election of a pro-
gressive caucus within the MTA was pivotal
in mobilizing a strong grassroots campaign
through training public school teachers on
the threat that the charter schools initiative
posed to their jobs and to the quality of pub-
lic education. The MTA educated rank-and-
file teachers to participate actively in the
statewide organizing campaign through
informing voters about the severe draw-
backs of charter schools in educating youth
in the state. The chapter suggests that the
campaign shows that white women educa-
tors are receptive to organizing within
unions to defend and improve their wages
and conditions, especially when unions like
the MTA are willing to devote money and
resources.

Question 2 was defeated by a large margin
on the same day Trump was elected presi-
dent. The chapter suggests that the cam-
paign in opposition to charter schools set
the stage for 2018’s wave of teacher strikes,
when teachers demanded wage increases in
West Virginia, Oklahoma, Arizona, Colo-
rado, Kentucky, and North Carolina.
However, 2018 was marked by spontaneous
wildcat strikes opposed by cautious trade
union leaders. Widely praised as the
opening of a new workers’ movement, the
spontaneous teacher strikes are the most
significant and unexpected labor victories
in the first three years of the Trump presi-
dency, even though they were waged on
a state level.

Conclusion

Labor in the Time of Trump is a call to educate
and organize workers to support unions as
a bastion against economic austerity, racism,
sexism, and xenophobia. On the whole, the
book would benefit by drawing more atten-
tion to how the Trump presidency has erod-
ed the power of workers in the United States.
Otherwise, the chapters all assert the need
for unions to devote more resources to polit-
ical campaigns to defend the rights of
members and working-class communities.
This point of strength in political campaigns
exposes the general failure of U.S. unions to
organize new workers throughout the econ-
omy into their ranks. Indeed, as the U.S.

labor movement has shifted away from
manufacturing over the past 50 years to pub-
lic services funded by local, state, and feder-
al governments, politics does matter far
more to the welfare of union members and
their communities. Even in this ‘‘time of
Trump,’’ unions have been successful in
holding the line in defending these jobs,
though the future seems bleak.

Surprisingly, the book does not address
how labor is faring among informal workers
in the gig economy. The U.S. political econo-
my relies on growing numbers of self-
employed platform workers for Uber, Ama-
zon, and beyond. Moreover, the gig econo-
my has expanded to include contract
laborers who do not have health insurance,
pensions, or social security.

Though a substantial share of working-
class Americans have experienced stagnat-
ing wages and many standard jobs have all
but disappeared, in 2016 unemployment
was steadily declining, a course that acceler-
ated further under the first three years of the
Trump administration (interrupted only
by the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, leading
to mass joblessness and exposing the weak
welfare state and American workers’
unqualified dependence on the private
market for employment). The pandemic
has shown that Trump has encouraged
unabashed racism and xenophobia—
essential workers in the public sector and
logistics fields are disproportionately black
and Latinx—as well as anti-immigrant senti-
ment, including open anti-Asian hostility.
The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the
abyss shaped by the decades-long erosion
of public services and provides a rare open-
ing for the labor movement to fight for the
public sector— health, education, housing,
and even food security in underserved
urban areas—which has been derided and
eviscerated by capital. Concomitantly,
public-sector workers will face even greater
challenges due to the closing of the economy,
as state and local budgets are severely cut.
The workers in these sectors are in trade
unions, and many of their jobs are under
severe threat. It does not appear that the
labor movement is poised to defend these
jobs that middle- and low-income workers
rely on for their sustenance.
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Trump is highly effective in mobilizing the
far right around racism, sexism, and xeno-
phobia. Indeed, taken together, the chapters
of this book imply that the major struggle
for labor is no longer to organize new
workers, but to overpower reactionary
forces that support the further evisceration
of existing labor unions in the public sector.
While some chapters seek to chart a course
for a more hopeful and inclusive future of
working-class cohesion, on the whole, the
authors view conservative right-wing white
nationalists as the major adversary to
a much weakened union movement.
Though Labor in the Time of Trump does not
show that Trump’s policies toward labor
are especially more antagonistic than those
of his Republican and even Democratic
predecessors, a depleted labor movement
may gain traction through vehemently
opposing the rhetoric of national chauvin-
ism and intolerance. Organized labor has
been on the defensive for more than forty
years of neoliberal policies, now continued
under Trump. Thus the real threat Trump
poses is not what he does but his capacity
to divide the broader working class by mobi-
lizing the right wing through racist, sexist,
and xenophobic rhetoric. The contributors
to this collection share an opposition to the
intolerance Trump has whipped up among
a highly receptive American population.
However, they differ as to whether the bigot-
ry extends to the working class when it is pat-
ently obvious that large segments of workers
do embrace Trump’s national chauvinism.

Labor in the Time of Trump buttresses the
view that a majority of the white working
class has embraced a right-wing xenophobic
agenda proselytized by Trump over the
past five years. Objectively, we must

acknowledge that American workers do
benefit from national chauvinism and over
one hundred years of political and economic
imperialism that has provided cheap agricul-
tural products, oil, minerals, and commodi-
ties to the United States, transferring value
from the global South to the global North.
Yet these same highly exploited producers
working in the global South are viewed as
responsible for the erosion of conditions,
rather than neoliberal government and cor-
porate policies that have reduced organized
labor to a shadow of its past. Taken together,
Labor in the Time of Trump does not convinc-
ingly challenge the broad perception that
American trade unions are a broad and
diverse force that is fiercely challenging neo-
liberal policies and the right-wing agenda.

While Labor in the Time of Trump is a revela-
tory account of the labor movement’s chal-
lenges today, the collection would benefit
from a historical chapter on the shaping of
the U.S. working class during the Fordist
industrial era of unchallenged U.S. economic
hegemony, circa 1940 to 1970, and on its evo-
lution into a flourishing labor aristocracy as
a consequence of more than 50 years of
U.S. global dominance. While standards of
living have moderated, before the COVID-
19 pandemic the United States had both
the highest per capita GDP and the widest
disparity between rich and poor among the
world’s affluent countries. Clearly job stabil-
ity of a substantial share of the American
working class has declined and there are
higher levels of downward mobility. None-
theless, as the Trump phenomenon shows,
America’s existing trade unions are not
viewed by a growing number of workers
as the means to equality and upward
mobility.
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