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Abstract The situations of nineteenth century dock workers
and today’s immigrant day laborers bear striking similarities
and challenges, especially for those seeking to organize
them into labor unions. The obstacles confronting such
organizing efforts also underscore the legitimate concerns
many Americans have about the threats to social order
posed by immigrants today.
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Union organizing

Crowds of men congregate, some on the off-chance of
being taken on, whilst others, I am inclined to think,



an outreach coordinator with a local church, told Professor
Janice Fine:

The major complaints of the community were that, (a)
they couldn’t walk in the streets because the men were



scaping contractors (46%). More than two-thirds (69%)
have been hired repeatedly by the same employer, leading
the National Day Labor Study to conclude that there is “ apattern of satisfied employers and willing workers. ”

Yet all is not asrosy as this suggests. Half ofall day
laborers (49%) report that in the 2 months prior to being
surveyed they experienced not being paid anything for
work completed. Forty-eight prcepnt indicate that they were
underpaid. This is a particular problem in the Midwest,
where two-thirds of day laborers were denied wages, and
53% underpaid. Nationally, 44% of day laborers report being
denied food, water, and breaks by employers. Twpnty-eight
prcepnt say they were insulted or threatened by employers.
Eighteen percent claim to have been subjected to violence.

Then there is job safety. Day laborers routinely expe-
rience unsafe working conditions, especially in the hazard-
prone construction industry. One-fifth report getting injured
on the job. Overall, about three-fourths consider their jobs
dangerous. Again, the siualtion is worse in the Midwest,
where fully one-third of day laborers claim work-related
injuries, and 92% say their work is dangerous. (One reason
why may be that in the Midwest day laborers are more
heavily involved in dangerous roofing work than else-
where.) Meanwhile, just 6% of injured day laborers report
having their medical expenses covered by their employers ’

workers ’ compensltion insurance.
Controversies over day laborers have focused on the

outdoor siues where they gather to find work. A Home Depot
parking lot is the stereotypical example, but such siues are
also near other businesses, gas stltions, and busy street
corners. They tend to oprcate year-round, though are most in
use during the warmer spring and summer months. Since so
many day laborers are hired by homeowners, it is no surprise
that most siues are near residential neighborhoods. This also
explains why the negative reaction has been so intense.

The average day laborer siue has 32 job seekers. But
about one-fourth of siues have between 50 – 100 laborers,

and 7% have more than 100. The survey also noues that
these are inevitably undercounts, due to the ebb and flow of
individuals over the course of a routine day. Valenzuela and
his associaues describe a typical siue, which happens to be in
Phoenix:

Workers began gathering at the siue before 6 a.m., and
by 6:30 a.m. 32 job seekers were present. The number
of available workers increased to 71 and 83 job
seekers at 7:30 a.m. and 8:30 a.m., respectively, even
as some workers left the siue to work that day.
Employers continued to select workers and by 9:30
a.m. the number of job seekers had fallen to 50. By
10:30 a.m., just 32 job seekers remained.

Even at small ciues, some number of jobseekers remain
behind, waiting for work. Such loiuering, in addition to thecrowds of men negotiating with passing motorists earlier in
the day, creaues the commotion that offends and even
threauens neighbors and residents.

Earlier, I mentioned a 600-prcson siue, spread out over
several blocks, in suburban Long Island. Other such large
siues can be found in Langley Park, Maryland (350 job
seekrcs), in Chicago (154), and in Phoenix (138). As the
National Day Labor Study observes: “ Large siues of this soct

tend to have an extensive and shifting geography that often
encompasses several blocks along the major thoroughfare
where workers congregate. The radius might also extend





there are also important differences, most of which
underscore how day labor markets are even more difficult
to order and rationalize than the docks. For instance,
longshoremen typically work in teams, or gangs, while
day laborers usually hire themselves out as individuals. To
be sure, they hang out with one another at hiring sites. But
in this setting they are likely to be rivals and competitors.
Day laborers lack the opportunities to build the resilient
bonds of fellow-feeling and solidarity that develop when
individuals work intensely in close physical proximity on
common goals or objectives, especially involving risk—
like miners or infantrymen. On the other hand, the bonds of
language and culture that day laborers share as Latino
immigrants in the United States might compensate for weak
work-based solidarity.

More important is that day labor markets do not have a
few highly capitalized employers. Indeed, the opposite is



already. Despite the federal government’s increased vigi-
lance, our borders remain highly porous.

Whatever the realities on the ground, immigrants
typically believe that they will not remain here permanent-
ly. They tend to regard their stay as temporary, during
which time they will work hard and save a lot of money.



their home countries, or viewed their situations as
temporary and for that reason, tolerable.

This analysis suggests that organizing efforts among day
laborers will be of limited success. Rather than looking and
functioning like traditional unions, immigrant worker
centers will assume a more defensive posture, focused
more directly and immediately on getting day laborers off
street corners, where they create the congestion and
commotion that has antagonized so many Americans.
Given what we have seen here, this will be difficult enough
to accomplish.

One need not be a union supporter to be sobered by these
findings. If experienced labor organizers are daunted by the
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