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Abstract 
 

Organized labor has been in decline in the United States for many years. Three 
primary, overlapping, explanations have been provided for the decline in union density: 
structural, competitive, and institutional. The bulk of the empirical literature has focused 
on the effects of globalization on union firms ability to compete with nonunion firms and 
cheap labor abroad.  This research has certainly provided important insight into the role 
of changing economic systems (and the policies that have allowed for these changes) in 
union decline, especially the role of foreign direct investment. However, research 
comparing the American experience with similarly situated industrial countries indicates 
that other factors beyond simply globalization are at work and that American union 
decline is partially explained by how local policies and conditions exacerbated the affects 
of globalization, and actually created specific aspects of globalization that made union 
organizing more difficult.  For example, the legal framework within which unions 
organize is incredibly hostile to union organizing, and amplifies the effect of global 
competition on union’s ability to organize. A major theme that appears in the qualitative 
literature on the development of American labor policy is the changing politics of the 
white working class and the role of union racism.  For example, the role civil rights 
struggles within unions played in shaping anti-union public policy, and how through 
massive investment in segregated homeownership, the white working class grew to view 
itself as homeowners first and workers second, allowing anti-union politicians to 
capitalize on white working class fears of residential integration to gain power. By 
measuring the mechanism through which this shift in white working class consciousness 
occurred, the analysis here hopefully provides insight for union organizers and political 
strategists as they work to rebuild the labor movement.  The research finds evidence that, 
while there is a positive correlation between union membership and anti-black racial 
attitudes, this correlation exists only through the positive correlation between income and 
homeownership and anti-black racial attitudes.  While primarily suggesting the need for 
more research, these findings also suggest that unions should engage in robust anti-racist 
organizing among their white members.  
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Introduction 
 

Organized labor has been in decline in the United States for many years.  From a 

peak of representing about a third of the private sector labor force in the 1950s, to less 

than ten percent of the private sector today, unions represent a smaller and smaller share 

of the American work force.  Three primary, overlapping, explanations have been 

provided for the decline in union density: structural, competitive, and institutional.  The 

structural argument is that the economy has restructured such that sectors with high union 

density have lost shares of the labor force, while nonunion sectors have grown. However, 

the structural argument appears to be more conventional wisdom, as there is little support 

for it in the literature. The competitive explanation emphasizes the role of globalization 

and market dynamism, arguing that union firms are less competitive than nonunion rivals 

in a number of different ways.  Finally, the institutional argument looks at the various 

ways policy has affected the ability of unions to organize (Hirsch 2007).   

The bulk of the empirical literature has focused on the effects of globalization on 

union firms ability to compete with nonunion firms and cheap labor abroad.  This 

research has certainly provided important insight into the role of changing economic 

systems (and the policies that have allowed for these changes) in union decline, 

especially the role of foreign direct investment (Slaughter 2007). It has also attempted to 

rule out institutional explanations, like a decrease in the ability of unions to effectively 

organize (Farber & Western 2001).  However, research comparing the American 

experience with similarly situated industrial countries indicates that other factors beyond 

simply globalization are at work (Schmitt 2011; Lipset 2005).  These comparisons 

suggest that what sets American union decline apart is how local polices and conditions 
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exacerbated the affects of globalization, and actually created specific aspects of 

globalization. For example, the rise of multinationals (Oliveiro 2010) and the easing of 

capital controls  (Hyman 2010) made union organizing more difficult.  Research, largely 

historic, indicates that, while American’s strongly desire union representation (Freeman 

2007; Lipset 2005), the legal framework within which unions organize is incredibly 

hostile to union organizing, and amplifies the effect of global competition on union’s 

ability to organize (Bronfenbrenner 2009; Bronfenbrenner 2000).  A major theme that 

appears in the literature on the development of American labor policy is the changing 

politics of the white working class and the role of union racism.  For example, legal 

scholars have looked to the role that civil rights struggles within unions played in shaping 

anti-union public policy (Frymer 2004), especially in driving white working class 

members to support anti-union politicians (Levy 1985).  Similarly, historians have argued 

that, as the Federal Government subsidized massive investment in segregated 

homeownership, the white working class grew to view itself as homeowners first and 

workers second, which allowed anti-union politicians to capitalize on white working class 

fears of residential integration to gain power (Self 2003; Cowie 2011). This paper 

measures the mechanism through which this shift in white working class consciousness 

occurred, and provides insights for union organizers and political strategists as they work 

to rebuild the labor movement. 

Literature Review 

Unions in the United States have experienced an unquestionable decline since 

their heyday, immediately following the passage of the Wagner Act in 1935.  Farber & 

Western (2001) provide an excellent account of this decline.  Private sector union 
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membership peaked at 34.2 percent in 1945, and declined slowly to a low of 6.6 percent 

in 2014.1 However, while the decline started in as early as 1954, it was relatively slow 

and inconsistent, fluctuating between 30 and 20 percent, until the late seventies, when it 

dropped from 25 to 10 percent in just ten years.  A similar sudden drop can be seen in 

annual union elections, which, collapse from approximately 8,000 to 4,400 between 1980 

and 1990.  While Farber and Western (2001) explain this decline as the result of growth 

in nonunion jobs rapidly outpacing union jobs, they provide no explanation for these 

sudden changes in growth rate differences.  Additionally, they note that this explanation 

is somewhat tautological, as almost by definition all job growth is initially nonunion.  

They do, however, provide some important insight into an institutional factor, union 

organizing.  They note that unions have consistently spent the same amount of resources 

per member on organizing.  Thus, they conclude that the inability of unions to organize 

new plants, like the growth in nonunion jobs, is likely the result of broader regulatory and 

economic forces, not union’s failure to organize.  While unimportant to this article, it 

does provide some empirical refutation of one institutional argument presented 

elsewhere, notably by Freeman (2007), which postulated it was a decline in union 

organizing efforts that led to lower unionization rates.     

 Attempts to understand the broader economic trends that have impacted union 

decline are separated by Hirsh (2001) into the structural and competitive explanations.  

The structural explanation, however, accounts for only a small fraction of the decline. 

According to Hirsh and McPherson (2007), employment shifts away from union sectors 

accounts for a small fraction of union decline, while density collapse within the major 

                                                
1 Farber and Western’s data stop in 1998.  The data on current union density come from the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, and are available at http://www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.nr0.htm 
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industries that were strongholds for most of American unions accounts for the rest.  

While this indicates that both structural and competitive models were at play, the vast 

majority of union decline likely involves competitive explanations. 

 The competitive model itself involves two different, likely overlapping, 

explanations.  The first, put forth by Hirsch (2001), is that, as unions were forced to 

compete with foreign goods and services, or with domestic competition caused by 

deregulation, they were less able to deal with or adapt to economic shocks because of 

their rigid internal governance (Stewart 1990; Troy 1986).  The second argument 

suggests that as products and capital began to flow across boarders, capital was able to 

shift investment out of unionized firms or workplaces more easily (Slaughter 2007; 

Bronfenbrenner 2000).  Work by Slaughter (2007), specifically, was able to show a 

strong connection between rates of foreign direct investment and decreases in union 

density within industries. By controlling for direct competition with foreign products—

which he finds not statistically significant—his work suggests that it is not an inability to 

adapt to foreign competition that led to union decline.  Rather, the important factor it is 

the ability of multinational firms to shut down production when they face lost profits 

from unionization.  This is supported by evidence that management efforts to prevent 

unionization has increased dramatically (Bronfenbrenner 2009; Weiler 1983; Freeman 

1988), and that much of this has come in the form of threats to shut down workplaces if 

they unionize (Bronfenbrenner 2000).  It is also supported by research showing that lower 

skilled workers have seen greater declines in union density in part because, where the 

quality of the workers is less important, production is easier to relocate (Card & Dahl 

1998). 
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 However, the mobility of capital and competition from abroad are far from 

sufficient to explain the tiny share of the workforce represented by unions in the United 

States.  Perhaps the best evidence that there is something else at work is comparison with 

other developed countries facing similar pressures.  For example, the United States has 

the lowest union rate of any of the major industrial countries.  This includes other 

countries with similarly liberal market political regimes.  For example, the United 

Kingdom has a unionization rate of more than 30 percent, nearly twenty percentage 

points higher than the United States (Schmitt 2011).  Similarly, trends in unionization 

have been different, with the United States experiencing union decline at rates much 

greater than other western democracies (Schmitt 2011; Lipset 2005).  Most telling, 

perhaps, is Lipest et al’s comparison between American and Canadian unionization rates. 

While they roughly track each other throughout the beginning of the 20th Century, around 

1965, they diverge, with the American union rate falling as the Canadian union rate stays 

roughly the same (Lipset 2005). 

 What this suggests is that the institutional explanation, albeit difficult to measure, 

is key to understanding American union decline.  This is not because it has itself undone 

union organizing, but because it is the mechanism that determines the degree to which 

structural and competitive pressures decrease union density, and the extent to which 

American-specific policy has facilitated such pressures.  Much scholarship has offered 

institutional explanations for union decline. Research points roughly toward two 

complimentary explanations. First, the laws regulating the American workplace make it 

difficult to organize.  For example, Levy (1985) argues that the National Labor 

Relationship Board became incredibly hostile toward unions in the Reagan years.  
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Likewise, Bronfenbrenner (2009) discusses the paltry sanctions management faces for 

flagrantly violating the rights of workers to organize. Finally, Frymer (2004) discusses 

the way in which a number of institutions, from courts, to the Reagan-era National Labor 

Relations Board, to the EEOC and DOL have aggressively intervened in unions, often in 

the name of civil rights, in such a way that inhibits union organizing.  Much of this 

literature focuses on the way racial attitudes among the white working class has driven 

these policy changes.  On a small scale, white working class preference for segregated 

unions (Frymer 2004; Roithmayr 2014; Self 2003) has simultaneously led to resource-

draining fights with the Federal Government, and the exclusion of workers with which 

white unions had to compete (Frymer 2004). On a larger scale, as the white working class 

soured to the civil rights movement, especially white working class homeowners who 

feared integrating neighborhoods and schools, they began to support the very politicians 

who pushed policies that made organizing harder and capital more mobile (Frymer 2004; 

Wasow 2015; Oliveiro 2010). 

 Second, scholars have argued that American values make union organizing harder 

than in other countries (Lipset el al; Hogler 2015).  For example, Lipset et al (2005) argue 

that union rates in the United States are lower than in Canada because the United States 

places a higher premium on individualism.  Thus, the argument goes, American workers 

are more resistant to the collective approach to problem solving offered by unions.  Yet, 

this argument often overlooks the way policies, institutions, and politics incentivize and 

cultivate these values. Thus, arguably, the politics of individualism, far from being a 

static value within the American working class, (re)emerged within the white working 

class through the politics of racial residential segregation. In short, resistance to racial 
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residential integration led white people, especially residents of working class suburbs 

most likely to face pressure to integrate either schools or neighborhoods, to identify 

primarily as homeowners and individuals first, rather than members of a given class (Self 

2003; Cowie 2010). This would certainly help explain why a divergence in union rate 

growth between individualist America and collectivist Canada did not show up until the 

late 1960—around when American suburbs, constructed under racial apartheid, began to 

face widespread pressure to integrate.  Thus, it is possible that resistance to integration 

wholly outside the union context made white workers in America harder to organize. This 

finds support in research showing that class-consciousness is predictive of one’s attitude 

toward unions (Chang 2003), and that attitude towards unions among workers effects 

election outcomes (Deshpande, 1995; Hills, 1985; Montgomery, 1989; Youngblood et al. 

1984).  

 Rather than being alternative explanations, however, the legal and values variants 

of the institutional explanation likely worked together to mutually reinforced union 

decline.  As large portions of the white working class were able to buy property through a 

massive subsidization of homeownership completely closed off to black people (Massey 

& Denton 1998), working class identity began to erode, replaced by individualism 

(Cowie 2010; Self 2003; Chang 2003), which itself weakened union’s ability to organize 

and therefore their political power.  Likewise, whiteness as an identity was further 

entrenched, as the financial incentive for segregated suburbs and schools (Cowie 2010; 

Self 2003) was added to the financial incentive for maintaining segregated unions 

exasperated by globalization and the decrease in overall jobs (Roithmayr 2014). As the 

civil rights movement began to attack segregated unions and segregated housing, 
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business-friendly politicians, including Nixon and Reagan on the federal level, were able 

to draw white working class voters out of the New Deal Coalition by offering support for 

residential segregation couched in the language of individualism (Self 2003; Cowie 

2010).  Once in power, these politicians implemented polices that made union organizing 

more difficult, for example loosened capital controls in the case of Nixon (Hyman 2010), 

and pro-business interpretations of the NLRA in the case of Reagan (Levy 1985; 

Bronfenbrenner 2000).  Thus, while clearly only part of the story, historic evidence 

indicates that racial attitudes among the white working class, especially attitudes around 

racial residential segregation and the accompanying school segregation, played a crucial 

role in reshaping both American values, economics, and policies in a direction hostile to 

union organizing.  However, little has been done in the way of statistical research to 

attempt to identify or quantify the correlation between changing white working class 

racial attitudes and union density decline. 

Hypothesis 

This paper attempts to explore the role white working class attitudes toward race 

and civil rights played in union membership decline by looking for a correlation between 

union membership and racial attitudes among the white working class.  It focuses 

specifically on the Northeast, Midwest, and Pacific regions, as these regions contain the 

highest union densities historically and in the present. Moreover, these regions were the 

primary source of white working class defection to anti-union candidates (Self 2003; 

Sugrue 1996; Wasow 2015).  The goal is to see if two measures of racial attitudes 

specific to the time and place of the study correlate with union membership. If there is a 

negative correlation, this would support the argument that at least a portion of union 
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decline can be explained by the white working class becoming harder to organize because 

of opposition to racial progress.  Why is left open, but the literature suggests either 

because unions that opposed integration spent resources fighting integration rather than 

organizing (Frymer 2004), because white workers grew more individualist in their 

ideology as a result of fights over integration (Self 2003; Lipset 2005), or both. 

Conversely, a positive correlation could indicate that given union wage premiums, 

paradoxically, union members were more likely to be able to purchase suburban homes, 

and were thus more likely than non-union whites to be threatened by ending racial 

residential apartheid or desegregating schools through busing (Cowie 2010). However, if 

income and homeownership are properly controlled for, it could indicate that the fight to 

integrate unions itself pushed union members to support pro-segregation but anti-union 

candidates. 

Database and Model 

To test the hypothesis that there is a correlation between union membership and 

racial attitudes, this paper uses data from the General Social Survey, collected between 

1975 and 2014.  The General Social Survey (GSS) is conducted by the National Opinion 

Research Center at the University of Chicago.  It has been collecting data since 1972, and 

is used frequently in social science literature for research on the attitudes of a broad range 

of groups, including the role of race and gender in forming perspectives on unions (for 

example, Chang 2003).  GSS data are available for download online.2   

 

 

 
                                                
2 https://gssdataexplorer.norc.org/ 
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Variables 

1. Population Parameters 

The population this paper looks to study is the white working class in the regions 

of the country where racial apartheid was defined by racial residential segregation and 

segregation in industrial employment (Self 2003; Sugrue 1996).  Thus, three variables 

will serve as population parameters: White, WorkingClass, and IndustrialRegion. 

White This research will focus on the changing racial attitudes of the white 

working class.  Thus, the variable white has been constructed from the GSS data to serve 

as the measure of whether a respondent is white. White equals 1 for anyone who 

answered “white” to the Race question from the GSS, and 0 for any other answer.   

WorkingClass is a variable that equals 1 if the respondent has less than 13 years 

of education on the GSS, corresponding to those with a high school education or less. 

This is a simpler measure of working class than that used by other scholars.  For example, 

Chang (2003) uses a multi-factor measure of working class, including level of education, 

but also comprised of income, familial ties to those who own business, whether the 

person has managerial status within their occupation, and degree of professional prestige.  

This paper relies exclusively on level of education because: many of these variables were 

not available over time; education is an instrument for a number of factors (including 

level of skill, job prestige, and managerial status); and income is a poor measure of 

working class where the dependent variable, union membership, has an effect on income.  

Additionally, because union membership decline has been greater for unskilled labor 

(Card & Dahl 1998), focusing on this group is appropriate. 
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IndustrialRegion The variable IndustrialRegion measures whether respondent is 

in a region that had a traditionally high level of industrialization and industrial unionism, 

as well as residential segregation and de facto racial apartheid as its racial system (as 

opposed to the de jure, Jim Crow segregation of the South).  It equals 1 if respondents 

region was given as the Pacific, the Midwest, Mid-Atlantic or New England, and 0 for the 

other regions.  Unions were almost non-existent in the south and Sunbelt (southwest), so 

to have a more focused study on their rise and fall would require looking at the parts of 

the country where they were located (Slaughter 2007).  Additionally, the defection of 

white working class union members to anti-union candidates associated with the rise of 

anti-union policies was motivated at least partially by racial politics and policies specific 

to those regions (Self 2003; Sugrue 1996; Wasow 2015). 

2. Dependent variable 
 

UnionHouse The model’s dependent variable is UnionHouse, a dummy that 

equals 1 if the respondent or their spouse answered yes on either of the GSS’s two union 

variables, one measuring whether you are in a union, and one measuring if your spouse is 

in a union. It equals 0 for any other answer besides yes, including “I don’t know”. It is 

designed to measure whether the GSS respondent’s household—either the respondent or 

their spouse—was a member of a labor union.  Most studies looking at union 

membership rely on self-reported information as to whether someone is in a union 

(Farber & Western 2001, Card & Dahl 1998).  The model uses household-level data 

because it is more inclusive of union membership, ensures that the model does not 

included underreported union density, and guarantees a large enough portion of the 

sample population is union.  This may mean attributing racial attitudes to the spouse of a 
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union member rather than the union member themselves.  However, because at least one 

of the independent racial attitude variables, Opposebusing, implicates an issue that effects 

entire households, it is reasonable to assume that the opinion is likely to reflect the 

opinion of the household.   

3. Independent variables 

Independent variables measuring the racial attitudes of the respondent are 

OpposeBusing and Backlash.  Two versions of the primary model will be constructed—

one for each of these two independent variables—to see if either is correlated with union 

membership. 

Backlash is a variable that attempts to measure whether respondent believes that 

the civil rights movement has achieved enough, and that black people are asking for too 

much, what is commonly viewed as the “backlash” to the Civil Rights Movement.  This 

attitude is associated with the suburban whites that supported ending the de jure 

segregation of Jim Crow, but saw housing integration as going too far (Bonastia 2008, 

Wasow 2015; Cowie 2010; Self 2003). This variable was constructed using a question 

from the GSS.  The question prompted respondents with the following information 

“Some people think that (Blacks/Negroes/African-Americans) have been discriminated 

against for so long that the government has a special obligation to help improve their 

living standards. Others believe that the government should not be giving special 

treatment to (Blacks/Negroes/African-Americans).”  It then asked them to say which 

statement they agreed with, and allowed them to agree with both. Backlash equals 1 for 

anyone who agreed only with the second statement.  
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OpposeBusing measures whether the respondent opposed busing for the purpose 

of integrating schools. OpposeBusing equals 1 for anyone who responded that they 

opposed busing to the GSS’s question on how they felt about busing for the purpose of 

racial integration, and 0 for anyone that answered anything else, including “I don’t 

know”.  This variable is included because, unlike Backlash, which measures racial 

preference, opposition to bussing reflects the subtle ways American racial apartheid 

outside the south gave those with otherwise neutral or mild racial preferences incentives 

to support racial apartheid. In the south, busing was typically used to address segregation 

within school districts to remedy legally mandated school segregation.  However, in the 

north, busing was typically used to integrate schools between suburban and urban 

communities, to remedy racial apartheid grounded in residential segregation, albeit 

residential segregation created by government policy (Massey & Denton 1998). Thus, it 

was often perceived as sending white students from suburbs where property taxes, albeit 

from government-subsidized white homeownership, provided adequate funding for local 

schools, to underfunded black schools (Cowie 2010).  Thus, OpposeBusing will hopefully 

be a better measure of the way homeownership shaped working class whites’ racial 

politics, and sense of identity as a white homeowner, rather than a member of the 

working class.  

4. Controls 

The model will include two control variables, income, which measures 

respondent’s household income, and homeownership, which measures whether 

respondents are homeowners.  These control will not be included in the principle model, 

if there is a positive correlation between union membership and either of the variables 
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measuring racial attitudes, a second model, likely a simple probit, will be used to test the 

cause of this correlation.  This second model will reverse the first model, making racial 

attitudes the dependent variables, and union membership the independent variable, and 

include both homeownership and income as controls.  While not conclusive, this will 

hopefully help provide some evidence as to whether union membership is positively 

correlated with negative racial attitudes because it allowed the white working class to 

purchase homes in segregated neighborhoods, or if there is a correlation for separate 

reasons.  

Finally, the model will include Republican, a measure of whether respondent was 

a member of the Republican Party, set to “1” if yes and “0” if no.  Given the white 

working class’s abandonment of the Democratic Party in response to civil rights issues 

(Cowie 2010), and the Republic Party’s strong anti-union stance (Self 2013; Kimmel 

2014), the shift from Democrat to Republican could effect union membership, as the 

white working class may have taken on anti-union beliefs as it became more aligned with 

the Republican Party over civil rights. 
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Table 1: Variables 

Variable Name Explanation Expected 
Correlation Justification 

UnionHouse Whether household includes 
union member 

Dependent 
Variable 

Most studies looking at union 
membership rely on self-reported 
information as to whether someone 
is in a union (For example, Farber & 
Western 2001, Card 1996).  
Household-level data are used here 
because it is more inclusive of union 
membership, to ensure union 
membership was not underreported. 

White Whether respondent identifies as 
white 

Population 
Parameter 

It is specifically the white working 
class's union membership I am 
interested in because it is there shift 
toward anti-union candidates I am 
interested in, as it is white working 
class move away from the 
Democrats that broke the new deal 
coalition and ushered in the anti-
union and capital mobility 
permissive polices of the Nixon and 
Reagan era (Cowie 2011; Oliviero 
2010). 

WorkingClass Whether respondent has a high 
school education or less 

Population  
Parameter 

Low skilled workers experienced the 
highest rates of union decline (Card 
1998) 

Industrial 
Region 

Whether respondent is in a 
region that had a traditionally 
high level of industrialization 
and industrial unionism, as well 
as residential segregation and de 
facto racial apartheid as its racial 
system.  Includes the Pacific, 
Midwest, and Northeast (mid-
Atlantic and New England) 

Positive 
(though am 
including it 
largely as a 
population 
paramater, it is 
these regions 
that I am the 
most interested 
in studying) 

Unions were almost non-existant in 
the south and sunbelt, so to have a 
more focused study on their rise and 
fall would require looking at the 
parts of the country where they were 
located (Slaughter 2007).  
Additionally, the defection of  white 
working class union members to 
anti-union candidates associated with 
the rise of anti-union policies was 
motivated at least partially by racial 
politics specific to these regions 
(Self 2003; Sugrue 1996; Wasow 
2015). 

OpposeBusing 
Whether household opposes 
school busing for making 
schools integrated 

Negative 

A large portion of the white working 
class support for candidates 
(specifically Nixon and Reagan) that 
supported anti-union policies 
stemmed from white working class 
opposition to busing (Cowie 2012). 

Backlash 

Whether household believed that 
black people did not deserve 
assistance from the government 
despite a legacy of 
discrimination against black 
people. 

Negative 

However, general opposition to the 
civil rights movement also seems to 
have motivated a move to the right 
by white working class voters 
(Wasow 2015) 

Republican Whether respondent was a 
member of the Republican party 

Negative The Republican party is anti-civil 
rights and anti-union (self 2003). 
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Data and Summary Statistics 

UnionHouse An initial look at the data from the GSS survey shows that the data 

on union membership, dependent variable, seems to conform to what national trends 

would predict.  In Figure 1, which shows the percentage of respondents, broken out by 

year, that are members of a union 

household, there is a steady 

decline of union membership 

from about 31 percent of 

respondents living in a union 

household in 1975 to about 13 

percent living in a union 

household in 2004.  This 

relatively closely tracks the 

broader trend of union decline 

shown in the literature (Farber & 

Western 2001).  In Figure 2, we 

can see the data graphically, with union rates steadily decreasing over time.  

Year Non-Union Union Total %Union 
1975 609 270 879 30.72% 
1978 653 240 893 26.88% 
1980 622 222 844 26.30% 
1983 661 204 865 23.58% 
1984 550 180 730 24.66% 
1986 605 137 742 18.46% 
1987 538 157 695 22.59% 
1988 375 95 470 20.21% 
1989 362 107 469 22.81% 
1990 312 79 391 20.20% 
1991 324 92 416 22.12% 
1993 346 74 420 17.62% 
1994 169 39 208 18.75% 
2004 252 39 291 13.40% 

 
Fig. 1: White Working Class Union Density 1975-
2004. 
Source: General Social Survey 
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OpposeBusing Likewise, the variable measuring opposition to busing in the 

sample population of the white working class in industrial regions shows a similar 

decline in opposition to busing.    Figure 3 shows the raw numbers, and Figure 4 presents 

it in a graph.  Among the white working class, opposition to busing was as high as 82 

percent the first year it was measured, and decreased by only 18 percentage points, to 64 

percent, by 1996, the last year it was measured. This decline could reflect a change and 

improvement of racial attitudes over time, though literature on racial attitudes has shown 

only mixed evidence of such a trend.  It could also reflect whites’ increasing reluctance to 

express overtly racist attitudes (Bobo 2001). However, it also likely reflects the 

diminished role busing has played as a solution to segregated schools,3 and the overall 

                                                
3 Federal courts, for example, stopped being able to order busing as a remedy for school segregation 
produced by residential segregation in 1974. Milikin v. Bradley 418 U.S. 717 (1974). 

Source: General Social Survey 

Fig. 2: White Working Class Unionization Rates 1975-2014 
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decrease in attempts to produce racially 

integrated schools and neighborhoods 

(Bonastia 2008).  However, it is worth noting 

that despite this decline, opposition to busing 

among the white working class remains 

extremely high, with more than two thirds of 

the white working class in regions with no 

history of legally mandated school 

segregation still opposing busing as late as 

1996. 

Backlash The changing percentage of 

the white working class from industrial 

regions that expresses the belief that black people should not receive assistance from the 

government despite a history of mistreatment is more complicated. When first measured 

in 1975, roughly 60 percent of the white working class held this belief.  While a majority, 

this is still 21 percentage points less than the number of white people who opposed 

busing as a remedy for segregation.  This is relatively unsurprising, as whites have 

typically been more comfortable with civil rights that did not directly require them to 

give up the material benefits of racial apartheid (Self 2003; Sugrue 1996).  Perhaps more 

interesting, however, is how these attitudes evolved over time.  Like opposition to busing, 

the portion of white working class respondents in industrial regions that do not support 

giving aid to black people steadily declines approaching the turn of the century.   

 

Year No Yes Total Percent 

1972 125 580 705 82.27% 

1974 120 499 619 80.61% 

1975 114 519 633 81.99% 

1976 109 540 649 83.20% 

1977 111 530 641 82.68% 

1978 135 493 628 78.50% 

1982 118 496 614 80.78% 

1983 173 428 601 71.21% 

1985 109 423 532 79.51% 

1986 144 370 514 71.98% 

1988 100 206 306 67.32% 

1989 100 215 315 68.25% 

1990 157 277 434 63.82% 
1991 110 185 295 62.71% 
1993 119 199 318 62.58% 
1994 194 341 535 63.74% 
1996 114 144 258 55.81% 

Fig. 3: Opposition to Busing 1972-1996 
Source: General Social Survey 
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However, this trend reverses in the early 2000s, as an increasingly larger percentage of 

the white working class expresses the opinion that black people do not deserve aid from 

the government (see Figures 5 and 6).  This could potentially support the argument that 

increased economic hardship among the white working class has, in recent times, been 

interpreted through a lens that, albeit erroneously, explains white economic hardship as 

the result of nonwhite progress (Kimmel 2013).  Conversely, it could reflect a generally 

acceptance of colorblind ideology (Bobo 2001), or the view that a black president 

indicates that the United States has finally addressed racism.  

  

Source: General Social Survey 

Fig. 4: White Working Class Opposition to Busing 1972-96 
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Year Aid No Aid Total Percent 
  1975 247 373 620 60.16% 
1983 224 352 576 61.11% 
1984 227 286 513 55.75% 
1986 196 304 500 60.80% 
1987 202 256 458 55.90% 
1988 285 174 459 37.91% 
1989 299 175 474 36.92% 
1990 201 216 417 51.80% 
1991 290 139 429 32.40% 
1993 295 164 459 35.73% 
1994 466 312 778 40.10% 
1996 454 284 738 38.48% 
1998 449 250 699 35.77% 
2000 455 252 707 35.64% 
2002 563 137 700 19.57% 
2004 495 120 615 19.51% 
2006 703 226 929 24.33% 
2008 265 160 425 37.65% 
2010 250 161 411 39.17% 
2012 235 157 392 40.05% 
2014 295 167 462 36.15% 

Figure 5: White Working Class Backlash 1975-2014 
Source: General Social Survey 

Source: General Social Survey 

Fig. 6: White Working Class Opposition to Helping Blacks 
1972-2014 
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Figures 7 and 8 provide graphs of the relationship between each of the variables 

measuring racial attitudes and how well they predict union membership.  Both appear to 

show a positive association between union membership and racial attitudes. Finally, 

Equations 1 and 2 show the two models this paper relies on to test the below relationship.  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Equ. 1: UnionMembership =  β0 + β1OppBusing + β2white + β3WorkingClass + 
β4IndustrialRegion + β5Income + β6HomeOwner + β7Republican + ε 

 
Equ. 2:  UnionMembership =  β0 + β1Backlash + β2white + β3WorkingClass + β4IndustrialRegion 

+ β5Income + β6HomeOwner + β7Republican + ε  

Fig. 7: Union membership and Backlash 

Fig. 8: Union Membership and Opp. to Busing  
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Analysis of Models 

 Two separate regressions, one for each of the two variables measuring racial 

attitudes, were used to test the hypothesis that union membership is correlated with anti-

black racial attitudes. 

Table 2: Probit showing union membership and opposition to busing  

      (1) (2) (3) 
Constant -1.24*** .0468*** -1.512*** 

 
(0.043) (0.015) (0.068) 

    
Opposebusing 0.075*** 0.001 0.039 

 
(0.028) (0.01) (0.042) 

    
White -0.0118*** -0.053*** -0.131** 

 
(0.037) (0.013) (0.056) 

    
Working Class 0.181*** 0.041*** 0.143*** 

 
(0.026) (0.010) (0.041) 

    
Industrial Region 0.513*** 0.123*** 0.531*** 

 
(0.027) (0.009) (0.042) 

    
High Income  0.102*** 0.440*** 

  (0.010) (0.043) 

    
Homeowner  0.042*** 0.200*** 

  (0.010) (0.044) 

    
Republican   -0.368*** 

   
(-0.042) 

    Psuedo R2 0.031 0.051 0.071 
Obsv 13638 6469 6387 
Chi2 422.79 347.9 419.59 

 
The results from each model were similar, so analysis will discuss the results for both 

together.  Additionally, in Appendix A, there are results from two other potential models, 

Logit and Linear Probability, showing the same results as those in Table 1 and 2.  The 
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results can be found in Tables 1 and 2.  Table 1 looks at the model testing for correlation 

between union membership and opposition to busing high school students for the 

purposes of racial integration of schools.  Table 2 shows the results from the model 

testing for correlation between union membership and a belief that black people, despite 

historic and ongoing oppression, no longer need assistance from the government.   

Table 3: Probit showing union membership and backlash to civil rights 

      (1) (2) (3) 
Constant -1.27*** -1.564*** -1.55*** 

 
(0.025) (0.043) (0.044) 

    Backlash 0.0376** -0.012 0.022 

 
(0.018) (0.029) (0.029) 

    White -0.066*** -0.213*** -0.175*** 

 
(0.023) (0.035) (0.036) 

    Working Class 0.08*** 0.132*** 0.121*** 

 
(0.018) (0.028) (0.29) 

    Industrial Region 0.494*** 0.52*** 0.516*** 

 
(0.019) (0.029) (0.029) 

    High Income 
 

0.415*** 0.423*** 

  
(0.031) (0.031) 

    Homeowner 
 

0.208*** 0.221*** 

  
(0.031) (0.032) 

    Republican 
  

-0.191*** 

   
(0.031) 

    Psuedo R2 0.028 0.055 0.059 
Obsv. 28939 12627 12439 
Chi2 729.58 639.46 671.19 
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Opposition to Busing and Backlash test two similar, but distinct attitudes and how they 

may influence union membership.  The first variable, opposition to busing, looks to test 

what, in the literature, has been presented as a concrete material motivation for 

supporting racial segregation and apartheid.  Historic evidence demonstrates that a major 

benefit that whites, especially the white working class, derived, or believed they derived, 

from racial residential segregation, was quality schools (Self 2003; Cowie 2010). Thus, 

while not opposed to equality for black people in the abstract, white people, especially 

members of the white working class who actually saw their schools integrated by busing, 

opposed the sharing of their resources with low-income black communities through 

busing (Cowie 2010).  This, in turn, led white people to oppose the civil rights movement 

because of the potential necessary material redistribution it required.  (Cowie 2010).  This 

is the phenomenon the “opposition to busing” variable hopes to measure.  Conversely, 

“backlash” measures the more abstract belief that black people are seeking too much or 

are going beyond asking for equality, an attitude that became common among white 

suburban voters toward the early 70s.  (Wasow 2015; Self 2003). This attitude was 

formed both by a fear of losing the material benefit of housing segregation as the civil 

rights movement pushed for housing integration (Self 2003), and a more general 

perception that the national civil rights movement had lost the moral high ground as it 

began attacking northern segregation and engaging in more militant tactics.  (Wasow 

2015).  It also reflects the now ubiquitous “colorblind” racism that believes that nothing 

is needed to correct inequities between black people and white people except ignoring 

race (Roithmayr 2014; Kimmel 2013). Thus, it reflects a more general, abstract negative 

view on black progress.   
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 Tables 1 and 2 show the results of models testing for a correlation between the 

two variables measuring anti-black racial attitudes and union membership. Regression 1 

in both tables includes only the racial attitude measures and the three population 

parameters/controls, “white,” “working class,” and “Industrial Region.”  It shows that the 

three controls are correlated with the dependent variable, “union membership.”  

Unsurprisingly given the theory and historical research, union membership is positively 

correlated with whether respondent was in an industrial region, and whether respondent 

was in the working class.  A bit more surprising, being white is negatively correlated with 

being in a union.  This is surprising, as historically, unions tended toward being 

predominantly white (Self 2013), and often functioned as cartels for insulating white 

working people from competition with black people (Roithmayr 2014).   There are a few 

possible explanations for this from the literature.  First, perhaps most obvious, since race 

is a predictor of class, and often partially determinant of one’s class position (Chang 

2003), which suggest that, given the way race allows or inhibits class mobility, white 

people are less likely to be in the working class.  However, controlling for working class 

should account for this.  Thus, a possible second explanation is that white identity makes 

people less likely to join a union.  This finds support in the historic literature on the 

creation of whiteness in the post-war era of suburbanization and racial residential 

segregation, which identifies a strong belief in individualism centered around 

homeownership as central to white identity (Self 2013).  It is possible this negative 

correlation indicates that white identity is grounded in individualism, which itself leads to 

negative opinions about unions, a relationship that has some support in the literature 

(Chang 2003).  This is an area for potential future research. 



 26 

 Finally, regression 1 in Tables 1 and 2 both show that there is a positive, 

statistically significant correlation between both racial attitude variables and union 

membership. This supports the initial hypothesis that union membership is positively 

associated with anti-black racial attitudes.  This correlation suggests that something about 

union membership leads union members to hold anti-black racial attitudes, or that anti-

black racial attitudes encourages union membership.  Both have potential support in the 

historic literature, as unions were often tools for insulating white workers from 

competition with black works (Roithmayr 2014), and union wages allowed many of the 

white working class to invest in racial apartheid through homeownership in segregated 

suburbs (Cowie 2010).  However, Regression 2 and 3 provide some additional insight 

into what is driving this correlation. 

 Two control variables are added, (1) “high income,” a somewhat specious title, 

which indicates whether respondent had an income over $25,000, and (2) “homeowner” 

which measures whether or not respondent owned a home.  Regression 2 show two 

things.  These two variables control for the possibility that union membership is 

correlated with negative racial attitudes because union membership allowed white people 

to increase their wages, which in turn allowed them to invest in racial apartheid, mostly 

through buying houses in racially segregated suburbs. Models 2 provide some support for 

this explanation.  By controlling for income and homeownership, which have a 

statistically significant positive correlation with union membership, both variables 

measuring anti-black racial attitudes lose their statistical significance.  This provides 

some evidence for the explanation that, while white union members may hold anti-black 

racial attitudes, the material benefit afforded by union membership drive anti-black racial 
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attitudes, because they allow union members to gain a financial interest in racial 

apartheid, most likely racial residential segregation (Self 2013; Roithmayr 2014).  This 

will be discussed further when discussing potential future research.   

Finally, Regression 3 controls for whether the respondent was a member of the 

Republican Party. This variable is included to try and capture an even more complicated 

relationship suggested by the literature.  Cowie (2010) and other literature on the move of 

the white working class into the Republican coalition suggest that while the white 

working class continued to join or stay in unions in the 1970s and 80s, they began to vote 

Republican out of abstract anti-black racial attitudes (like those measure by backlash), or 

out of a financial interest in racial apartheid (like that measured by opposition to busing) 

(Self 2013; Cowie 2010; Kimmel 2013).  Union density decline is explained as the result 

of anti-union Republican policies, but not by a change in attitude toward unions among 

the white working class (Weiler 1983; Cowie 2010).  However, the results of regression 3 

shows a strong negative correlation between membership in the Republican Party and 

union membership, indicating that there may be direct correlation between membership 

in the Republican Party and the decision to not become a union member or opposition to 

unionization. Finally, when Republican is included in the model, the statistical 

significance of the negative correlation between union membership and whiteness 

decreases.  This too will be discusses in suggestions for further research. 

Summary of Findings 

 In summary, there is insufficient evidence to reject the null hypothesis that union 

membership is not correlated with anti-black racial attitudes. Two probit models that tests 

the relationship between union membership and the two variables measuring anti-black 
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racial attitudes show that union membership is correlated with both opposition to busing 

and a backlash to the civil rights movement.  However, when controlling for income and 

homeownership, this correlation is no longer statistically significant.  This indicates that 

while union members may be more likely to hold anti-black prejudice, a major driver of 

that is the extent to which union members have access to financial benefits provided by 

racial apartheid.  This conforms to historical accounts that the white working class held 

anti-black sentiments largely because of the financial benefit of segregated unions and 

segregated neighborhoods and schools (Cowie 2010, Roithmayr 2014, Self 2013).  

Future Research 
 

Future research should focus on the relationship between the five dependent 

variables: backlash to the civil rights movement, opposition to busing, income, 

homeownership, and membership in the Republican Party.  Simple probits, not tested for 

bias but included in Appendix C, suggest that there is a positive correlation between high 

income and homeownership in anti-black racial attitudes, and membership in the 

Republican Party and anti-black racial attitudes, and high income and homeownership 

and membership in the Republican Party.  These potential correlations find support in a 

number of aspects of the literature.  For example, that anti-black racial attitudes are 

associated with the Republican Party is unsurprising, given the party’s use of anti-black 

rhetoric to court white voters in the 1970s and 80s (and today) (Cowie 2010; Kimmel 

2013).   Likewise, much of the appeal anti-black rhetoric had to white people, especially 

the white working class, was not due to anti-black bias, but the way in which income 

through segregated unions, and family wealth through homeownership, were directly tied 

to white supremacist systems like racial residential segregation and segregated 

workplaces (Self 2013; Sugrue 1996).  Thus, further research could do more to 
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understand the relationship between the tangible financial benefit of structural racism to 

white people and the move of the white working class into the Republican voting bloc 

during the 1970s.  Similarly, research into the way in which the financial benefits of 

union membership contributed to white working class investment in systemic racism 

could provide useful insight into how the union movement contributed to white 

supremacy indirectly, by allowing unequal development of black and white communities.   

Likewise, the correlations found in this paper’s primary models but not included 

in the hypothesis, namely, that membership in the Republican Party and whiteness are 

negatively correlated with union membership, should be inform further research.  This 

potentially provides insight into the institutional explanation for the decline in union 

membership.  Specifically, research should look at what about white identity and 

Republican Party membership cause the negative correlation with union membership.  In 

the literature, there is some evidence that a belief in individualism and opposition to 

collective action drive preference against union membership (Lipset 2005).  Likewise, the 

literature suggests that racial residential segregation shaped a white identity grounded in 

individualism (Self 2013), and that this white identity in turn helped shape the ideology 

of the Republican Party in the 1970s (Cowie 2010).  Further research should thus look at 

the relationship between individualism as an identity tied to white identity and 

membership in the Republican Party.  Especially interesting would be research into the 

way that beginning to identify with the Republican Party over issues of racial integration 

(Cowie 2010) shaped white working class views on other issues through the lens of 

individualism, especially unionism.  This could help shed light on how American union 
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density declined in the late twentieth century, and the respective role of Republican 

policy and changes in white individual’s preferences affected this decline. 

Policy Implications and Conclusion 

 This paper fails to reject the null hypothesis, finding no evidence of correlation 

between union membership and anti-black racial attitudes.  However, there are still two 

policy implications for labor unions thinking about addressing the decline in union 

membership and density: (1) unions should engage in explicit internal organizing of their 

white membership around racial justice, and (2) unions should use political pressure to 

fight policies that provide white workers material benefit for being white, especially 

racial residential segregation.  

 First, unions should engage in internal organizing among their white membership 

to understand anti-blackness and how it reproduces itself.  While the results of this 

research indicate that anti-black attitudes are correlated with union membership only 

because of the income and homeownership advantages of union membership, it is still 

present.  While inchoate, initial steps toward potential future research also suggest that 

research showing anti-blackness has led white voters away from preferring unions, or 

toward supporting anti-union politicians (Cowie 2010).  Thus, unions have a strong 

incentive to address anti-blackness within their membership, helping white union 

members understand how decisions motivated seemingly race-neutral incentives, like 

maximizing property values, can drive anti-black sentiment (Roithmayr 2014). 

 Second, unions should focus energy on dismantling the systems that created the 

material benefits of anti-black attitudes. As discussed in the historical literature, racial 

residential segregation, segregated unions, and other racial apartheid have provided 
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significant financial benefit to whites, including the white working class (Roithmayr 

2014, Self 2013).  While inconclusive, the potential correlation between these benefits 

and the development of white and Republican Party identities hostile to unionizing, and 

supportive of anti-black, anti-union candidates should concern unions.  Thus, while 

unions should look to changing attitudes among their white membership, they should also 

focus on undoing the systems that give their white members incentives to support anti-

black structures.  This could include both fighting for housing integration and ensuring 

that workers of color—especially black workers—are organized into integrated unions. 
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APPENDIX A: Alternative Models, Logits and LPMs 
 

Model 3: Union mem. and opp. to busing logit Model 4: Union membership and backlash logit 

           Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Constant 
-

2.105*** -2.668*** -2.608*** 
 

Constant -2.174*** -4.28*** -2.68*** 

 
(0.078) (0.123) (0.0125) 

  
(0.047) (0.172) (0.081) 

         Oppose 
busing 0.137*** 0.011 0.057 

 
Backlash 0.065** -0.008 0.045 

 
(0.049) (0.073) (0.074) 

  
(0.033) (0.05) (0.052) 

         
White 

-
0.211*** -0.411*** -0.239*** 

 
White -0.118*** 

-
0.414*** -0.317*** 

 
(0.065) (0.097) (0.1) 

  
(0.041) (0.062) (0.064) 

         Working 
Class 0.314*** 0.305*** 0.254*** 

 

Working 
Class 0.144*** 

-
0.245*** 0.218*** 

 
(0.045) (0.071) (0.072) 

  
(0.032) (0.049) (0.051) 

         Industria
l Region 0.915*** 0.971*** 0.963*** 

 

Industria
l Region 0.901*** 0.939*** 0.933*** 

 
(0.049) (0.071) (0.078) 

  
(0.035) (0.054) (0.054) 

         High Income 0.743*** 0.794*** 
 

High Income 0.190*** 0.764*** 

  
(0.079) (0.078) 

   
(0.015) (0.058) 

         Homeowner 0.341*** 0.36*** 
 

Homeowner 0.330*** 0.396*** 

  
(0.788) (0.08) 

   
(0.056) (0.057) 

         Repub. 
  

-0.067*** 
 

Repub. 
  

0.347*** 

   
(0.076) 

    
(0.055) 

         PsuedoR
2 0.031 0.058 0.0710 

 
R-squ. 0.028 0.055 0.059 

Obsv 13638 6469 6387 
 

Obsv 28939 12627 12439 
Chi2 422.89 347.33 421.69 

 
F-stat 729.74 637.72 670.40 
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Model 5: Union membership and backlash LPM 
 

Model 6: Union mem. and opp. to busing LPM 

           Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Constant 0.101*** 
-

0.042*** 0.047*** 
 

Constant 0.103*** 0.047*** 0.059*** 

 
(0.006) (0.01) (0.01) 

  
(0.012) (0.016) (0.016) 

         Backlash 0.009** -0.003 0.006 
 

Oppose Busing 0.021*** -0.012 0.007 

 
(0.005) (0.009) (0.007) 

  
(0.008) 0.01 (0.01) 

         White 0.0161*** 0.051*** 0.041*** 
 

White 0.032*** 0.053*** -0.029** 

 
(0.006) (0.009) (0.041) 

  
(0.010) (0.013) (0.014) 

         Working Class 0.02*** 0.032*** 0.029*** 
 

Working Class 0.048*** 0.041*** 0.034*** 

 
(0.004) (0.007) (0.007) 

  
(0.007) (0.01) (0.01) 

         Industrial 
Region 0.118*** 0.121*** 0.119*** 

 

Industrial 
Region 0.134*** 0.123*** 0.121*** 

 
(0.045) (0.007) (0.007) 

  
(0.007) (0.009) (0.009) 

         High Income 0.097*** 0.01*** 
 

High Income 0.102*** 0.108*** 

  
(0.007) (0.007) 

   
(0.01) (0.010) 

         Homeowner 0.047*** 0.05*** 
 

Homeowner 0.042*** 0.044*** 

  
(0.047) (0.007) 

   
(0.010) (0.010) 

         
Republican 

  

-
0.046*** 

 
Republican 

  

-
0.088*** 

   
(0.007) 

    
(0.01) 

         R-squared 0.024 0.049 0.051 
 

R-squared 0.03 0.051 0.061 
Obsv 28939 12627 12439 

 
Obsv 13638 6469 6387 

F-stat 178.33 105.56 95.47 
 

F-stat 103.53 57.54 60.37 
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APPENDIX B: Diagnostics 
 

The following is a series of diagnostics to test model three, the final model used in my 
paper, for bias. 

 
1. Multicolinearity  

None of the models suffer from multicolinearity as there is not strong pairwise 
correlation between variables.   

 

 
 
2. Heteroskedasticity  

Because probit and logit models cannot be tested for heteroskedasticity, but are typically 
heteroskedastic, a Linear Probability Model was constructed (see Appendix A) to test to 
see if heteroskedasticity affected the Probit model’s results.  While there is 
heteroskedasticity in the LPM, correcting for it does not affect the significant of the 
variables.  Thus, heteroskedasticity is not biasing the correlations found by the Probit. 
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3. Serial Correlation 

Because the model does not involve panel data over time or fixed effects, it is not likely 
that serial correlation will bias the model. 
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4. Omitted variable bias 
After running a Ramsey RESET test on the LPM model (as it cannot be run with probit), 
there is no evidence that there are omitted variables biasing the model. 

 

 
 
5. Functional form 

 
The below linktest results indicate that there are no issues with the functional form for the 
Probit and Logit models. 
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APPENDIX C: Regressions for possible future research 
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