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Shis volume is the result of a collaborative project by
an interdisciplinary group of MIT [aculty drawn [rom
the lields of management, economics, urban studies,

and political science, that sought to address the problems of
the job market and the institutional [ailure of labor organi-
zation in a post-industrial economy. The inquiry, extending
over nearly three years and funded by the Ford Foundation
and the Rockefeller Foundation, involved a wide range of
participants drawn from academia, government, husiness,
labor, and community groups. Of the core group, or Task
Force (25 members) that shaped discussion by the wider
group of participants (110 individuals), ten were academics
and three represented old-line industrial unions—the AFL-
CI10. Half of the core group was thus academic or tradition-
al union. Another 124 people participated in the project in
some unspecified way, perhaps providing statements when
interviewed by the authors or responding to written
questionnaires.

The conclusions of the Task Force are rellected in
the analysis and recommendations embodied in this vol-
ume, but since many ol the issues considered remain prob-
lematical or controversial in the twenty-first-century cco-
nomic environment, the authors are carelul to point oul
that the arguments put forth here, while grounded in the
workshop discussions lacilitated by the funding agencies,
represent their own interpretations. The essence of their
interpretive structure is elegantly simple—traditional
unions, the product of the era of large-scale manufacturing
units and corporate capitalism, reinforced by New Deal
economic regulation and social legislation {the Social
Security Act, the Fair Labor Standards Act, and the
National Labor Relations Act), and by Great Society pro-
grams in the 1960s, are ill-equipped to deal with the labor
problems of the contemporary, globalized American ccono-
my. Labor organization will therefore need o evolve to
meet the challenges of a new economy if it hopes 1o meet
the needs of a new generation of workers.

The authors are critical of doctrinaire [ree-market
ideology and find the processes of deregulation and down-
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sizing considerably less efficient and largely inequitable
mechanisms for governing the economy and regulating the
relationship between capital and labor. But they also recog-
nize that the liberal economic policies and institutions that
limited and stabilized the economy from the 1930s to the
1970s are no longer consistent with cconomic realities nor
do they any longer effectively promote the broader interests
of labor they were designed Lo secure. One of the primary
institutional cornerstones of the (raditional liberal econe-
my was organized labor. But, as the authors show, union
membership has been steadily declining for four decades,
so that today unions represent less than ten percent ol the
private-sector work lorce, a percentage ol unionized work-
ers that parallels that that obtained before the strong sup-
port for organized labor ushered in by the New Deal. Union
decline, the authors argue, is a serious problem since they
[ecl that institutionalized Jabor still has an essential role to
play in the American economy. Given this premise, they
argue that if unions are 1o be resurrected they will need to
re-invent themselves, to adapt 1o the changing conditions
of the pest-industrial workplace, become more flexible and
inclusive (widening their focus and seeking 1o organize the
traditionally excluded labor force); in sum, to become
“next-generation unions” (18).

The fundamental problems for unions, according
to the authors, is that they have remained wedded 1o what
they call “the old social contract” (60). By the terms of this
contract-and by mutual consent of labor and management,
firms became guarantors (a structure ratified through the
process of collective bargaining and federal legislation) of
long-term job security, pension and retirement funds,
health insurance programs, and job-training and educa-
tional benelits. Tn sum, organized workers felt their tenure
1o be secure in a stable cconomy, considered that they had
an entitlement to regular promotion and advancement
within the company, and essentially relied on a form of cor-
porate paternalism to ensure fulfillment of the contract.

But since the 1960s, the American econcemy has
changed most dramatically with the increased presence of
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