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P R E FA C E 

Revelations in South Africa 

JOHANNESBURG, SOUTH AFRICA. In a hotel conference room in June 
2001, a critical dialogue took place between leaders of the U.S.-based 
Service Employees International Union (SEIU) and the South African 
National Education, Health & Allied Workers Union (NEHAWU). Also 
in the room were representatives of the Congress of South African Trade 
Unions, with which NEHAWU is affiliated. The discussion, part of a 
several-day exchange between the two unions examining issues facing 
their respective movements, focused on political action. After an insight
ful presentation by NEHAWU, a free-flowing exchange unfolded. A 
young progressive SEIU local union leader from the West Coast, com
menting on the role of the union in policical accion, noted what must 
have seemed obviolls to him: that the role of a union is to represent the 
interests of its members. The representatives of NEHAWU offered a care
ful and diplomatic reply; "Comrades," they began, "the role of the union 
is to represent the interests of the working class. There are times when the 
inrerests of the working class conflict with the interests of the members of 
our respective unions." Silence descended on the room. The SEIU leaders 
said nothing. Time seemed to have stopped. The discussion proceeded, 
but no one commenred on the statement by the NEHAWU leaders. 

In many respects, this book concerns that exchange, or at least the 
difference in vision and politics it dramatized. In that room in South 
Africa, we heard two approaches to trade unionism represented by 
unions and leaders who could all be defined as progressive. The contra
diction that became evident spoke to the difference between the para
digm that has existed in the United States and the one that grew in 
South Africa over the years of struggle against apartheid. This book 
examines that paradigm in the context of the explosive developmenrs 
rocking the U.S. trade union movement over the past decade. 

The U.S. trade union movemenr finds itself on a global barrlefield 
filled with land mines and littered with the remains of various social 

I, 
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x / PREFACE 

movemenrs. It is engaged in a war for which it was enrirely unprepared, 
having convinced itself that it had secured a permanent seat at the table 
of national authority because of its loyalty to the state during the Cold 
War and to the interests of U.S. capitalism. Though at its high point the 
U.S. trade union movement had gained representation for only slightly 
more than one-third of the workforce, that foothold gave the union 
movement significant power within the political and economic estab
lishment of the capitalist United States. 

As of the writing of this book, approximately T2 percent of the U.S. 
workforce is represented by unions. The National Labor Relations Act 
(NLRA), passed in the 1930S in the midst of a worker insurgency and a 
broad progressive movement, was poisoned by the Taft-Hartley amend
ments in the 1940S and, particularly as a result of judicial decisions, is 
largely archaic today.1 Worse than archaic, the NLRA in practice serves 
the interests of employers in restricting the ability of workers not only 
to organize bur also to bargain effectively against enormous employers 
who can mobilize massive resources. 

Under permanent assault by capital, the union movement has 
increasingly been pushed onto the defensive. At each point, however, its 
leaders have wished to believe that the worst was behind them and that 
a new regime of labor-management peace could be secured. That peace 
has not come. Nor can these leaders, or anyone else, identify any sector 
of corporate America that intends to establish a new social compact 
with labor. 

In the face of this frustration, struggles broke out in the AFL-CIO 
(American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organiza
tion) in the 1990S and early 2000S over the direction the union move
ment should take. The 1995 reform movement that brought John 
Sweeney, Richard Trumka, and Linda Chavez-Thompson to office also 
brought the possibility for labor renewal. Despite various initiatives, 
however, both in the AFL-CIO and among several of the affiliates, union 
representation continued to decline as a percentage of the workforce. 
Ultimately, frustration, personal ambition, and desperation resulted in a 
challenge to the Sweeney administration, first from Sweeney's own 
union-the Service Employees International Union-and later from sev
eral other big unions, which formed a coalition, Change to Win (CTW), 
to challenge Sweeney's leadership. 

However, instead of setting off a great debate on the future of the 
labor movement, this challenge treated union members and their allies 
to months of sparring between opposing leaders in which secondary 
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issues, such as the structure of the AFL-CIO and the amount of per 
capita rebates, became the charged discussion points. Big-picture ques
tions about the global economy, the evolution of U.S. political structure, 
and the changing nature of the workforce were mostly ignored. The dis
cussions not only ignored these key issues but also largely excluded 
those who matter most: union members. Except for opinion polls, Web 
news, and PowerPoint presentations, members remained largely out of 
the loop about what was transpiring in the clouds. 

Even now, at the local central labor council (CLC, the local analogue 
to the national AFL-C10) level, members and local union leaders are 
asking, "Did something happen? If it did, nobody included me in the 
discussion." In local areas where unions work together, there remain a 
commitment and a need to do so. Understanding this fact, the AFL-C10 
and the Change to Win Federation have negotiated "Solidarity Char
ters." These charters allow local CTW unions to rejoin their local cen
tral labor councils and state federations. CTW unions will pay a 
national-level tax for their locals to participate at the local and state lev
els of the AFL-CIO. In local central labor councils, CTW members are 
saying, "I'm not sure what is going on, but maybe something good will 
happen." One thing is clear: the real issues facing U.S. workers are not 
being discussed. If somebody doesn't begin to make sense of this confu
sion, the union movement will continue to weaken-fast. 

This situation was the impetus for our decision to offer another point 
of view-one thac would challenge both sides and their respective 
frameworks. Between the two of us, we have decades of work in the 
union movement, at various levels and in more than a dozen unions, 
including experience as rank-and-file member, officer, and staff. In addi
tion, as activists of color who have also been involved in the Chicano 
and the Black Freedom movements, respectively, we bring a unique 
viewpoint to a discussion of the future of the union movement. We do 
so in part because the perspectives of people of color are largely ignored 
in discussions about the future of the labor movement, except and only 
insofar as someone is addressing race. We do not accept such pigeonhol
ing. Instead, we believe our experiences give us the opportunity and 
vantage point to look at the problems facing the U.S. trade union move
ment in a slightly different way. 

This book is not an autobiography. Instead, we are participant 
observers in the social and historical process that has created today's 
U.S. union movement. Besides firsthand experience, our research is 
grounded in the study of original documents, historical analysis, and 
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the review of scholarly literature, and we use critical ecological, institu
tional, and political perspectives to interpret this information. In the 
following pages, we examine the influences of the political, economic, 
and social environment on the union movement; formal and informal 
union systems; and the interaction of conflicting political ideologies and 
their effect on the union movement. After thus describing the current 
state of the union movement, we analyze the need and prospects for 
transformation and call for a critical reexamination of the ideological 
and structural underpinnings of today's union movement. We then look 
at the crisis in the U.S. trade union movement as it has developed over 
the past generation, ultimately examining the struggle that unfolded in 
the AFL-CIO and resulted in an unjustified split. 

We contend that labor renewal in the United States depends on the 
adoption of a different theory and practice of trade unionism than has 
prevailed until now. Such an approach must understand the neoliberal 
global environment, reexamine who should be in the labor movement 
(and who is currently excluded), and redefine the role of the union 
movement in a process of social transformation. We are not interested 
in perpetuating illusions: the reality is that, absent an alternative, trans
formative trade unionism, the United States will see no labor renewal. 
Rebuilding the AFL-CIO, or even creating a new federation, will have 
been an exercise in futility unless we get to the rootS of the problems 
facing organized labor. 

We begin our narrative with the July 2005 boycott by the Change to 
Win coalition of the AFL-CIO Convention in Chicago. In Parr I we 
examine the historical and ideological roots of U.S. trade unionism. 
Part I I  discusses the union movement after George Meany, the changing 
international situation, and the confluence of domestic social move
ments and the union movement. Part III examines "the crisis" in U.s. 
unionism that led to the election of the New Voice slate in I99 5 .  Part IV 
looks at some of the roads not taken by the Sweeney administration and 
the implications of these lost opportunities. Part V outlines a transfor
Illative model for the union movement and discusses some key tasks 
necessary to create a union movement dedicated to social justice. 

For fans of science fiction, we offer the following metaphor. In T984 
John Carpenter produced a film called They Live in  which aliens had 
secretly taken over the Earth and transformed it into a neocolony. In 
doing so, the aliens had the cooperation of many Terrans. The aliens 
had a machine that masked their appearance to make them look like the 
rich denizens of whatever country they were in. A resistance group 
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emerged who discovered rhar wearing a cerra in kind of sunglasses could 
help rhem idenrify who was acrually an alien and who was human. 

We are asking you, rhe reader, ro rake a deep brearh and, yes, pur on 
rhe sunglasses. 

Fernando Gapasin 
Bill Fletcher, Jr. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

CHANGE TO WIN AND THE SPLIT 

IN THE AFL-CIO 

JULY 2005, CHICACO, ILLINOIS. Until the Sunday preceding the Mon
day (July 25) opening of the AFL-CIO Convention, many insiders, 
despite the heated rhetoric reflected in the media, believed that the two 
key factions would broker a deal to prevent a split in the AFL-CiO. 
Though the language had become increasingly incendiary over the pre
vious eighteen months, back room discussions had been taking place to 
construct an acceptable, face-saving rapprochement between the forces 
aligned with AFL-CIO president John Sweeney and those leading the 
newly formed Change ro Win coalition-which included the Service 
Employees International Union, the International Brotherhood of 
Teamsters, UNITE HERE!, United Food and Commercial Workers 
(UFCW), Laborers International Union of North America (LIUNA), the 
United Farm Workers (UFW), and the United Brotherhood of Carpen
ters and Joiners of America (hereafter the Carpenters). 

The existence of back room discussions should have been a surprise 
to no one. Although many media commentators maintained that the 
clash within the AFL-C10 mirrored the T930S clash in the old American 
Federation of Labor-which resulted in the formation of first the Com
mittee on Industrial Organization and later the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations-those at the top of U.S. organized labor knew other
wise. Though views on the nature of a labor federation differed, the 
divergence between the twO camps was far from antagonistic-or at 
least it should have been. 

1 
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2 / INTRODUCTION 

What did heighten tensions, however, was the way in which the evolv
ing dash had been personalized by both sides, which seemed ro many out
siders to be playing a gigantic game of "chicken," approaching each other 
at maximum speed. Neither side seemed to be prepared to brake, even 
though both groups knew they could avoid a collision by mutual action. 

Individual members of the Change to Win coalition {latet Fedeta
tion)-with the apparent exception of at least the Service Employees 
International Union-undertook discussions with the Sweeney team to 
resolve the confrontation. In each discussion, they reportedly conveyed 
an interest in settling matters in a way that would avoid a split. 

Despite suggestions that a deal was in the making, CTW held a Sun
day afternoon press conference to announce that four of its six unions 
would boycott the convention. That press conference was noteworthy 
for three reasons: one, the CTW's evasiveness about why a boycott was 
necessary; two, the contradiction between the Change to Win coali
tion's submission of resolutions and amendments for consideration by 
the AFL-CIO and the fact that four of the six CTW unions would not 
be in the house to argue for them; and, three, the upbeat nature of these 
announcements. In discussing the last, veteran labor activist Jerry 
Tucker, reporting on the entire convention, contrasted the enthusiasm at 
the CTW press conference with the dismal atmosphere at the AFL-CIO 
rally taking place at the same time. I 

The boycott demonstrates one of the most bizarre tactical approaches 
taken by the Change to Win coalition leading up to the split in the AFL
CIO. In preparation for the convention, the CTW coalition submitted 
fifteen amendments and resolutions under the collective title of "Amend
ments and Resolutions to Change the Federation to Win Better Lives for 
Workers and Their Families through Organizing and Maintaining Con
tract Standards" (dated July 2, 2005).2 These amendments and resolu
tions, while in some cases suggesting significant changes in the AFL-CIO, 
were consistent with proposals that had been on the table during the 
prior two years of discussions. They were not fundamentally inconsis
tent with anything proposed by the Sweeney team. Thus, most observers 
were perplexed by the fact that CTW made little effort to win broad sup
port either for the collective proposal or for individual measures. Fur
ther, the convention floor would have been an optimal venue for the 
Change to Win coalition to gain a national, indeed an international, 
hearing for its views. The much-desired debate on the future course of 
the labor movement, which had been so lacking in substance over the 
prior twO years, could have actually taken place. 
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The unions that chose not to boycott the AFL-CIO Convention
LIUNA and the UFW-would not accept nomination and would not 
participate in the leadership of the AFL-CIO following the convention. 
This approach was interesting and curious, and, at least in the case of 
the UFW, it infuriated the Sweeney team. Essentially, these two unions 
chose to sit as observers at the convention, a course of action seen by 
many outsiders as fence-sitting while their leaders tried to decide 
whether to exit the AFL-CIO entirely. 

The special fury generated by the UFW's position had historical 
roots. As columnist Nathan Newman noted in his July 23, 2005, blog, 
the UFW's defection to CTW must be set against the significant support, 
including a national march in 1997, that the Sweeney-led AFL-CIO 
offered to the UFW in its failed strawberry campaign in the mid-T990S. 
This action, combined with the history of antagonism between the 
UFW and the Teamsters in the California fields in the 1970s, when the 
AFL-CIO offered SUppott to the UFW, made the UFW's decision to join 
CTW (which included the Teamsters) that much more difficult to take. 
The resulting bitterness in the Sweeney camp would have ramifications 
later in the year during discussions about crw unions' affiliating with 
state and central labor bodies.3 

The Change to Win unions have never explained why a boycott was 
necessary. The coalition's inability to clarify the differences between it 
and the AFL-CIO leadership pointed to one of two troubling possibili
ties. One possibility is a lack of cohesion within the CTW coalition and 
a lack of agreement on this tactic: the leaders were simply unable to 
explain the decision to boycott the convention without looking like 
fools. A separate-and more ominous-possibility is that a decision had 
already been made either to cripple or to destroy the AFL-CIO and to 
pick up the pieces from the shattered federation. Few other explanations 
are possible, given (hat the leaders of (he CTW unions were, of course, 
familiar with bargaining strategy and unlikely to have been so incompe
tent as to back into a boycott followed by a split. 

Further reason exists to question the tactical approach and the motives 
of those who first boycotted the convention and later left the AFL-CIO: 
the implications of a split for the state federations and central labor coun
cils. Every state, as well as the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, has a state 
federation (or, in the case of Puerto Rico, a commonwealth federation) of 
labor-that is, a state body representing AFL-CIO-affiliated unions. And 
hundreds of cities of varying sizes have central labor councils in which 
AFL-CIO-affiliated unions can participate. These bodies exist largely to 
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facilitate union coordination, parricularly in the areas of politics, legisla
tion, and mutual suppOrt. At the leadetship level of the national and 
international unions, the implications of a split for the state federations 
and labor councils received little discussion before the AFL-CIO Conven
tion. Leaders of state and central labor councils were horrified at the pos
sibility, yet CTW leaders largely ignored their voices until the very last 
minute-even though the possibility is remote that CTW conducted its 
discussions without considering all the potential impacts of a split. 

The announcement of the boycott of the AFL-CIO Convention was 
followed the next day by the exit of the SEIU and Teamsters from the 
AFL-CIO. As with the earlier announcement, the enthusiasm sharply 
contrasted with the lack of substance. Change to Win was now off and 
running, with the exit from the AFL-C10 of UNITE HERE!, LIUNA, 
UFCW, and the UFW to follow in the next few months.4 The formal 
establishment of the CTW Federation took place in September 2005 in St. 
Louis. The title of Jerry Tucker's analysis of the C1W convention summa
rizes an ongoing theme at the time-and to some a problem: "If Enthusi
asm on Display Were Substance, CTW Could Claim a Good Start . .. 5 

The split in the AFL-CIO thus seemed ro defy explanation. The exis
tence of a crisis, one that included, but was not limited to, the declining 
percentage of the workforce in unions, was beyond argument. Neverthe
less, when the split finally rook place, many commentators were left 
scratching their heads. Though some in organized labor and its allies 
hoped the split might result in a renewal of the labor movement, the fail
ure to embark on a substantive debate-as well as the lack of a dramatic 
transformation on either side-suggested that the struggle had been 
about personalities, egos, rurf, and money. In our opinion, although all 
these factors contributed, the ultimate motivations behind the split were 
two: (r) money: some unions were seeking a way to reduce costs, which 
they did by ceasing to make payments to the AFL·CIO; and (2) insula
tion against globalization: those unions bel ieving they could carve out a 
section of the workforce less affected by globalization (particularly job 
relocation) clashed with those unions affected more directly by these 
forces. Those remaining in the AFL-CIO represented a mix of unions 
very directly affected by globalization, such as the United Steelworkers 
of America, and those not, such as the majority of the building trades. 
CTW was constituted by unions believing themselves to be relatively free 
of the threat. The irony, of course, is that all workers are affected to 
varying degrees by globalization 
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INTRODUCTION I 5 

Three years after the split, we can identify very little significant 
change in organized labor. Plans have been advanced and some projects 
undertaken, but even champions of the CTW Federation have found lit
de to excite either supporters or would-be supporters. We must there
fore ask some tough questions: 

• What actually led to the split in the AFL-CIO? 

What lies beneath the crisis of U.S. trade unionism? 

• Did either side advance an analysis of the situation facing workers 
globally and domestically that could be translated into a new and 
possibly winning strategy? 

To answer these and many other key questions, we must dig behind the 
headlines, The crisis facing organized labor-indeed the crisis facing the 
entire U.S. working class-originated generations before the arrival on 
the scene of all the major and minor players in the AFL-CIO split. It is 
this story to which we turn our attention in the following pages. 
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P A R T  O N E  

CHALLENGES FACING 

THE U.S. LABOR MOVEMENT 

Workers of the world awaken. 
Break your chains, demand your rights. 

All the wealth you make is taken, 
By exploiting parasites. 

Shall yOu kneel in deep submission 
From your cradle to your grave. 

Is (he height of your ambition to be 
A good and willing slave? 

Joe Hill, 
"Workers of the World," 

1910 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 9
.

ht
tp

:/
/s

it
e.

eb
ra

ry
.c

om
/l

ib
/d

om
in

ic
an

uc
/D

oc
?i

d=
10

34
34

99
&

pp
g=

24

-

C H A P T E R  :1 

D UKIN' IT OUT 

Building the Labor Movement 

Today's U.S. union movement is the product of relentless struggle 
between workers and employers. The strategies (hac the capitalist class 
has adopted to rid itself of the union movement have changed over 
time, but never the ultimate goal of leaving the working class union less 
and defenseless. 

When we think about capitalism, we usually think about competition 
between businesses, with one corporation trying to take market share and 
profits from the others. But capitalism also creates another form of com
petition: competition between workers to win and keep jobs and to 
secure other resources. Because of the fundamental imbalance in power 
and wealth within capitalist societies, workers are played against one 
anothet by employets, always to the employets' benefit. Labor unions 
came into existence in response to this problem facing working people. 
They formed because of the workers' need [0 develop a common front 
against employers rather than deal with employers on an individual basis. 

The trade union movement appeared on the U.S. scene in the T820S 
to T840S, during the early Industrial Revolution. This period saw the 
emergence of Jacksonian Democracy. the rise of trade unions, the 
appearance of the first labor parties, and demands for a shorter work
week. It also saw the rise of the abolitionist movement.1 

We must make a critical distinction here. Though this period wit
nessed the emergence of rrade unions in the United Stares, it was not rhe 
beginning of a labor movement. If we undersrand a labor movemenr as 

9 
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.10 I CHAllENGES FACING THE U.S. LABOR MOVEMENT 

an effort by workers to improve their conditions and strengthen their 
power against the forces of capital by organizing, then the acrual labor 
movement in the United States started during the colonial period with 
the introduction of indentured servants-from Europe, Africa, and 
the First Nations-onto North American soil. Organizations existed 
among indentured servants and later slaves, and among artisans, 
sailors, and other workers, and these evolved into what we would con
sider unions in the nineteenth century. 

Capitalism, wherever it is found, promotes competition within the 
workforce generally and the working class in particular. Yet in the 
United States, that competition took a particular form: beginning in 
the 1600s, ruling elites, as a matter of ensuring social control over the 
workforce, used racist oppression as a means of driving a wedge between 
workers. By constructing a relative-though critically important-dif
ferential between workers who would later be classified as "white" and 
those who would be characterized as Black and Red (Indians), colonial 
elites-planters, merchants, and manufacturers-were able to set groups 
of working people at odds with one another.2 

In North America, the competition that capitalism engenders played 
itself out not just in pitting worker against worker, but increasingly in 
setting white workers against African, Indian, and later Asian and 
Latino workers, who were both demonized and subjugated, always 
defined as an "Other" to be expelled or as an irrelevant population to be 
used. Regardless of whether actual competition existed between white 
workers and workers of color, the notion that all "white people" shared 
certain things in contrast with the Other thus identified the latter as a 
threat to all those eventually classified as white. The net effect of this 
structure of social control was to create a white front crossing class lines 
and thereby blurring class distinctions (and class struggle) between and 
among those of European American heritage and people of color. It also 
eliminated the idea that common class interests crossed the legal and 
social boundaries separating workers of different "races." 

In the developing labor movement, the color line became the main 
division within the working class, although other divisions-by reli
gion, ethnicity or nationality, and gender-played important roles as 
well. In that sense, the fight over inclusion versus exclusion, which is a 
theme of this book, has always had racial implications.3 

Indeed, the racial implications of exclusion and inclusion in effect 
crippled the U.s. labor movement from its birth. One can argue that the 
United States has never had a true labor movement, only a segmented 
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struggle of workers. The establishment of essentially a white labor 
movement in the United States ensured that the charactet of the move
ment would depend on who, at any one moment, was determined to 
be "white"(a determination rooted in the orientation of the Euro
American ruling elites beginning in the r600s). This situation prevailed 
until well into the r930s. For instance, clauses in union constitutions 
limiting union membership to "white men of high moral standing" 
obviously excluded people of color and women but also excluded any 
group deemed to be unacceptable, including immigrants who had nOt 
yet "become white. ,,4 The inability of the white labor movement to 
break from the exclusionary (and largely racial) paradigm made labor 
vulnerable to constant challenges and caused it to deal with questions of 
immigration in reactive, if not reactionary, ways. Insofar as the U.S. 
white-dominated labor movement considered immigrants-first those 
from eastern and southern Europe and later those from the Global 
South-to be outsiders or competitors, it was unable to embrace these 
new sectors.5 The history of labor-supported, cross-class efforts to 
exclude immigmnts is legendary. And such efforts flowed directly from 
the racial construction of the United States. 

With the formation of unions came a schism within the working class 
that would define the movement-and that continues to exist today. The 
central question was how to address the competition within the working 
class that capitalism engenders and exploits. One orientation was that of 
exclusion: the desire to increase the relative value of each worker by nar
rowing the number of workers with the skills needed by a particular 
employer. The other was that of inclusion: the desire to organize as many 
workers as possible to narrow the opportunity for employers to play off 
one worker against another. The resulting clash between exclusion and 
inclusion strategies took organizational forms both before and after the 
U.S. Civil War. In the pre-Civil War period, the trade union movement 
was white and largely male. Reflecting the controversy within the society 
as a whole, the labor movement was divided over the question of slavery, 
with some (fade unionists supporting slavery (because they feared com
petition in the labor market from freed Africans); some opposing it 
(because they recognized that free labor can never compete successfully 
against slave labor); and some believing that slavery was not a "union 
issue" and was therefore divisive. The pre-Civil War union movement 
was never able to resolve these divisions. 

In the period following the Civil War, a new union movement began 
to emerge, starting with William H. Sylvis's establishment of the 
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.12 I CHAllENGES FACING THE U.S. LABOR MOVEMENT 

National Labot Union (NLU).6 This movement, too, divided along the 
axis of race, with white workers tending to form unions, such as the 
NLU, that might fiercely oppose capitalism yet compromise completely 
on matters of race, often supporting the exclusion of Aftican Americans, 
Asians, Latinos, and the First Nations.? And at each juncture in its strug
gle to unite workers and win concessions from employers, the union 
movement was divided over the question of exclusion. The great strikes 
of T877, for instance, broke out in response to wage cuts and paralyzed 
much of the country's railroads for weeks. This bitter struggle took place 
at the same time that Reconstruction was being abandoned in the South, 
yet white labor did not see the course of Reconstruction as central to the 
future of the working class. The Knights of Labor, a dramatic effort to 
build a national labor federation during the 1880s, which at one point 
had seven hundred thousand members, openly welcomed African Amer
ican and Mexicano/Chicano workers, yet shunned the Chinese! 

In the early 1880s, the formation of the organization that eventually 
became the American Federation of Labor (AFL) marked the develop
ment of a relatively stable national labor federation on u.s. soil. 

Though rhetorically committed to organizing all workers regardless of 
race, creed, and gender, the AFL advanced craft organization as the key 
to the future of organized labor.8 Ignoring the racial and ethnic cleans
ing taking place in the skilled trades and on the railroads of the U.S. 
South, where employers were removing African Americans from posi
tions they had long held and replacing them with whites, the AFL wel
comed into its ranks white-supremacist unions that often had clear 
racial-exclusion clauses in their membership requirements. Though the 
AFL did include certain industrial unions such as the United Mine 
Workers of America,9 these groups were a minority of the unions in the 
federation, and the mind-set of the craft unions dominated the AFt. In  
time, the craft-based narrowness of the AFL expanded and merged into 
racial and gender narrowness. Workers of color were either excluded 
outright from the movement or restricted to second-class organizations, 
either within unions or within the AFL. Women, with the notable 
exception of the formation of the International Ladies Garment Work
ers Union and later the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees 
Union, were for the most part ignored. 

Labor leaders staked out various positions along the spectrum from 
inclusion to exclusion as they sought to carve out a working-class 
movement in the United States. Eugene Debs and Samuel Gompers, for 
example, often took contradictory positions. By exploring their views, 
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we can gain an understanding of the clashing visions that drove the U.S. 
working-class movement in general and organized labor in particular. 

As the twentieth century unfolded, technological advances changed the 
methods of production. The advent of giant, integrated production cen
ters and assembly-line processes transformed the nature of work and 
influenced the debate about the structure of the union movement. 10 One 
of the most articulate advocates for inclusionism within labor was 
Eugene V. Debs, a leftist president of the American Railway Union, 
founding delegate of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), and 
four times the Socialist Party's candidate for president. Debs opposed 
capitalism and argued for applying democratic political traditions to this 
economic system that subjugated workers in their daily lives, He was a 
powerful advocate of industrial unionism and criticized the American 
Federation of Labor's exclusionary craft policies, In I9I8, as an expres
sion of his radicalism, he wrote, "The Russian Revolution is the soul of 
the new-born world," 11 nnd in June I9I 8, he delivered a series of speeches 
criticizing U.S. involvement in World War 1. He spoke out against the 
idea that citizenship requires Americans to wrap themselves in the flag 
and pledge loyalty to these military adventures and exhorted workers to 
be free men and women instead of industrial slaves. Debs concluded that 
socialists have a duty to build the new nation and the free republic, and 
he called upon people to draw on their "manhood and womanhood to 
join us and do your part , , . to proclaim the emancipation of the work
ing class and brotherhood of all mankind." 12 Debs was arrested for his 
speech under the Espionage Act of 19T7 and sentenced to ten years in 
federal prison. In I920, Debs, though still a federal prisoner, received one 
million votes in his last run for the presidency. Debs was representative of 
a political tendency within the labor movement that held industrial 
unionism-one union for one industry-not only as an essential part of 
unionism but as something close to a calling. This advocacy of industrial 
unionism overlapped with that of inclusionism, with proponents gener
ally recognizing that industries could not be organized by labor groups 
that were divided along racial and ethnic lines. 13 

Debs and his allies realized that the structure of the U.S. economy was 
changing and that new forms of organization would be essential if the 
working class were to develop any power. Though Debs was a socialist, 
he was not sectarian and was quite prepared to ally himself with non
socialists. Moreover, though Debs and many other industrial unionists 
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recognized the dire implications of racial exclusion, they did not quite 
"get" the question of race or understand the special oppression suffered by 
peoples of color. For example, Debs, while seeking the inclusion of African 
Americans into the American Railway Union, did not seem to appreciate 
the need for U.S. organized labor to address, first, the counterrevolution 
against Reconstruction and, later, the birth of Jim Crow segregation. 

Debs was constantly at odds with traditionalist Samuel Gompers, 
who was president of the AFL from I886 to I924 and who had, origi
nally and ironically, been a socialist. By the early T90os, all sense of 
Gompers as a man of the Left had vanished. Speaking at the T903 AFL 
convention, for instance, Gompers denounced any belief in class strug
gle as the basis of working-class trade union organization. Taking a 
position counter to Debs's orientation, he told socialist delegates, "Eco
nomically, you are unsound; socially you are wrong; industrially, you 
are an impossibility." 14 

With this attack on the left wing of the trade union movement, Gom
pers broke with the then-prevalent political position in the United States 
and Europe: that the working class should have its own political party. 
He believed that the role of the trade union was to fight in the interests 
of workers in the workplace. However, the trade union movement 
should accept the existence of capitalism and take no steps to oppose 
the system itself, instead working for its fuller development and evolu
tion. IS In repudiating socialism, Gompers declared that he no longer 
opposed the capitalist system; as he told a House of Representatives 
investigating committee, "It is our duty to live out our lives as workers 
in the society in which we live." 

Gompers's view, which became known as "bread-and-butter" or 
"job-conscious" trade unionism, emphasized a formally non ideological 
approach.16 In the political realm, this stance meant that organized 
labor would not, to paraphrase Gompers, have permanent friends or 
enemies but permanent interests. Though this view might appear to be 
class conscious, Gompers was not speaking about the entirety of the 
working class: he was speaking only of its organized sector. When Gom
pers spoke of political action, he was thinking of lobbying rather than 
the political mobilization of the working class. Gompers's view was 
thus an early version of today's so-called interest-group politics. 

Gompers's trade unionism grew out of his view of class, the state, 
and, by implication, issues of race, gender, and u.s. foreign policy. His 
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views evolved (or devolved) from his original adherence to socialism in 
two imporrant respects. First, his renunciation of socialism and the 
elimination of a compelling anticapitalist view of the future are critical 
in understanding Campers the man as well as what we term the Com
persian framework. The role of trade unionism was simply to improve 
the lives of those who were fortunate enough to be union members. 
Campers embraced a form of trickle-down thinking in his belief that 
the victories of trade unions might at some point improve the lives of 
unorganized workers. Yet the unorganized sector was not Compers's 
concern. In his opinion, if unorganized workers wanted a better life, 
they should join or form unions. 

This belief reflected the exclusionary tendency within the U.S. trade 
union movement. In the late T 800s and early T900s, the AFL excluded 
the bulk of unskilled workers, as well as the mass of workers of color 
and female workers. This pragmatist pursuit of narrowly defined self
interest by most organized labor demonstrated the concept's inherent 
racism and sexism.17 The pursuit of "what works" in the immediate 
term, and in the absence of a larger conceptual framework that ques
tioned the structure of existing social relationships, resulted in capitula
tion to white supremacy and male supremacy. Regardless of rhetoric 
such as "an injury to one is an injury to all," the evolution of the 
Gompers-led AFL reveals a blind spot, even a wall, (Q issues of race, 
gender, and ethnicity, which organizers saw as divisive. 

In addition, Gompers came to view government as essentially an 
empty vessel that could be filled by any sort of politics or political or 
economic influence. Thus, he believed the trade union movement's pur
pose was to pressure government to act on issues facing organized labor 
specifically and workers in general. In his view, the working class need 
not challenge the capitalists for state power. In simplistic terms, the state 
was open to influence by either organized labor or big business, so 
organized labor's job was to gain the greater influence. Gompers thus 
abandoned the notion that the state has a class character. 18 As we will 
see, assuming that the government is a neutral force in society ignores 
the reality of the government's bureaucracy and its influence, the pres
sures that lead to pro-business legislation, and the factors that encour
age the suppression of independent working-class activity of any sort. 

These precepts influenced the political practice of Campers and the 
trade union movement he led. In embracing pragmatism, Gompers also 
slowly but steadily abandoned any earlier concerns about matters of 
race and gender. After the great r892 general strike in New Orleans, the 
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question of race lost importance for him. By the early 1 9005, Campers's 
advocacy of a form of racially inclusive unionism had given way, first, 
to agnosticism on matters of race and, ultimately, to open promulgation 
of white supremacism. 

One significant aspect of Campers's views on the state and class was 
his reading of the relationship of unions to business and matters of for
eign policy. Having repudiated the notion of class struggle, Gompers 
believed that labor and capital have a unity of interest in improving the 
economic climate that justifies their cooperation. His policy of reward
ing friends and punishing enemies, according to a sympathecic biogra
pher, flowed from his need to be accepted by the "leaders" of society, 
not from the power of the broad masses of working people.1 9  In the 
realm of foreign policy, this view took a parciculariy rabid form, for 
Campers believed that organized labor should support U.S. foreign pol
icy almost unconditionally.2o Perhaps the most dramatic step in this 
direction was his unqualified support for u.s. entry into World War I 
and his support of the suppression of opponents of the war. In his view, 
the interests of organized labor lay with strengthening capitalism and 
ensuring the success of U.S. foreign policy, regardless of the impact on 
workers in other countries. The flag of imperialist patriotism was to be 
the banner of the AFL. 

Compers's political views (which we would call traditionalist) trans
lated into a narrow political direction for organized labor, reflecting 
positions that would continue to benefit, in the main, the privileged 
white workers who made up most of the AFL. Compers supported the 
government's Asian exclusionary policies and personally denied mem
bership to japanese workers when they and their Mexican brothers 
sought affiliation with the AFL. In 1903, after a hard-fought struggle 
for fair wages, japanese and Mexican workers created the japanese
Mexican Labor Association (JMLA) and, with their seven hundred 
members, applied for a charter with the AFL. In response, Compers 
wrote, "It is . . .  understood that in issuing this charter to your union, it 
will under no circumstance accept membership of any Chinese or 
japanese. The laws of our country prohibit Chinese workmen or labor
ers from entering the United States, and propositions for the extension 
of the exclusion laws to the japanese have been made on several occa
sions Iby organized laborl."21 The jMLA refused the charter under 
these racist conditions. The Mexican members of the jMLA leadership, 
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in rejecting Campers's proposal, proclaimed their solidarity with their 
japanese brothers, explaining that they had stuck together through the 
harshest of times and would not be divided now: "We would be false to 
them and to ourselves if we accepted privileges for ourselves which are 
not accorded to them. "22 The terms set by Compers and the failure of 
the AFL to accept the japanese into the federation set the stage for the 
ultimate demise of the jMLA. 

The protection of craft jobs, rather than the idea of organizing work
ers and developing the AFL as a class movement, was the credo of the 
AFL. This emphasis placed Campers at odds both with the masses of 
workers of color (particularly, but not solely, Black workers who were 
seeking admission to unions) and with the growing demand for indus
trial unionism. 

Compers presided over the expansion and consolidation of an exclu
sivist federation, one that was quite comfortable-at least at the leader
ship level-in suppressing internal and external opposition (the most 
notable external opposition coming from the Industrial Workers of the 
World). The AFL was, for Gompers, a partner with U.S. capital and the 
U.S. state in their program of world expansion. That this partnership 
with capital put the AFL in direct opposition to the interests of the mass 
of workers in the United States, as well as to those of workers around 
the world, did not concern Samuel Campers. 
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T H E  NEW DEAL 

The labor movement of Samuel Compers and Eugene Debs at the end 
of the ninereemh century confromed employers who were transforming 
the economy from a laissez�faire operation to one dominated by trusts 
and monopolies. Business interests were moving away from the rail
road "pools" of Jay Gould to John D. Rockefeller's Standard Oil and 
Andrew Carnegie's U.S. Steel. In response to the abuses of these power
ful new national corporations, Populism developed in the 18905 out of 
farmers' alliances and farmer-worker alliances in the Midwest, West, 
and South. Populists advocated an increase in the money supply, greater 
government regulation of business, and other reforms to enhance the 
political voice of voters and improve the lives of farmers and workers. 
In 1 889 and 1890, radical farmers formed the People's Parry, usually 
called the Populist Party. Socialism and Populism were widely seen as 
political alternatives to the tradicional two-party system and had a sig
nificant influence on electoral politics during the early part of the twen
tieth century. 1 

Both the socialist and populist movements called for social and eco
nomic justice and spread the idea that government intervention was 
needed to alleviate the misery caused by the unpredictable swings of a 
capitalist economy and the manipulations of markets by powerful cap
italists. These ideas, in diluted form, helped fuel Progressive Era 
reforms, from Theodore Roosevelt's Square Deal of 1904 to Woodrow 
Wilson's New Freedom of 1913 .  

18 
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During the 1912 presidential campaign, for example, the platforms 
of the Socialist, Progressive, and Democratic Parries contained reforms 
that required the state to intervene on behalf of working people, includ
ing social insurance, the eight-hour workday, restrictions on child labor, 
minimum-wage legislation, and safety and healrh standards. Democrat 
Woodrow Wilson, influenced by the "People's Lawyer," Louis D. Bran
deis, called for labor's unequivocal right to organize, citing it as a key 
aspect of his New Freedom.2 

Whereas the Socialist, Bull Moose, and Democratic Parties argued 
that the state should play a positive role in industrial society, Gompers 
stood in opposition to progressive reforms. In hearings before the 1914 
Industrial Relations Commission, Gompers emphatically expressed the 
AFL's opposition to minimum-wage legislation for men and state insur
ance for the unemployed: "For a mess of pottage, under the pretense of 
compulsory social insurance, let us not voluntarily surrender the funda
mental principles of liberty and freedom, the hope of the United States, 
the leader and teacher to the world of the significance of this great 
anthem chorus of humanity, liberty."3 

World War I brought an end to the Progressive Era, with the labor 
movement and Socialists and other leftists split on whether to support 
U.S. intervention in the war. Opposition to the war led to government 
prosecution and purges of antiwar leftists. Moreover, the defeat of a 
series of strikes, from the 1919 steel strike led by future communist 
William Z. Foster to the bitter coal and railway strikes of the early 
192os, broke attempts by labor radicals to unite skilled and immigrant 
labor. A postwar employers' offensive rolled back labor's wartime gains 
and nearly halved the AFL membership during the 192os. 

William Green was selected by the AFL Executive Council to succeed 
Samuel Gompers as president of the AFL in 1924 after the latter's death. 
Green accepted the position only after getting the approval of his boss, 
John L. Lewis, president of the United Mine Workers of America 
(UMWA). Green, a traditionalist, was in favor of industrial unionism but 
continued to maintain rhe narrow policies of the dominant craft unions. 
He strongly opposed communists and radicals generally. He railed 
against strikes and militant mass action by workers and embraced a 
religiously inspired apparition of labor-management cooperation. At 
the 192.9 AFL convention, delegates voted unanimously to engage all 
the affiliated unions in a massive campaign to organize textile mills in the 
SOLlth. SOLlthern workers demanded a militant approach ro organizing, 
but as the AFL opened its campaign at a conference in Charlotte, North 
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Carolina, on January 6, 1930, Green devoted most of his speech to 
attacking the methods of Communists and advocating the "constructive" 
and Christian mission of the AFL.4 Appealing to all kinds of social and 
civic groups, Green assured the South that the AFL was not composed of 
godless radicals and troublemakers and that the AFL's organizing work 
was "paralleling the work of the Church." 5 But union organizers met 
only stiff resistance, and not a single textile mill heeded Green's message 
of Christian charity. Despite continuous failures, Green persisted in his 
message of labor-management coopera(ion. 

The T92os, a decade that combined deep attacks on workers with myr
iad proposals for collaboration between the working and capitalist 
classes, gave way to the Great Depression in October 1929; by 1933, one 
of three U.S. workers was jobless. Looking for relief, U.S. unions backed 
the elecrion of Democrat Franklin Roosevelt in 1932. Roosevelt's New 
Deal adopted Keynesian economic strategies that expanded government 
intervention into all aspects of the economy, including labor-management 
relations.6 With the National Labor Relations Act in 1935, government 
created a vehicle to mediate the conflict between capital and the gtowing 
insurgency of the U.s. working class and its unions.7 Pragmatist union 
leaders such as John L. Lewis of the United Mine Workers and Sidney 
Hillman of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA) 
appeared to understand that the social conditions spawned by the Great 
Depression and the interventionist strategy of Roosevelt's New Deal had 
created an opportunity to accelerate social democratic politics and indus
trial organizing.8 Pragmatist leaders of this period also understood that if 
they did not take the initiative to advocate a corporatist model, they 
could lose their ability to maintain a union movement within the context 
of capitalism.9 Leftist unionists had played a vital role in building the 
momentum for industrial unionism, linking industrial unionism with the 
broader struggle to expand democracy. They were the most disciplined, 
dedicated, and active union organizers and were a major force within 
what evolved from the Committee on Industrial Organization to the Con
gress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). Lewis and Hillman, by contrast, 
were staunch defenders of capitalism. Though they were leaders in the 
AFL, their unions, the UMWA and ACWA, were already industrial 
unions. While the majority of the AFL leaders had become complacent in 
the face of changes in U.S. capitalism (as well as changes in the political 
situation) and were willing to abandon the larger interests of the U.s. 
working class in order to maintain their jurisdictional claims, pragmatist 
leaders like Lewis and Hillman understood that unless they made the 
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structural adjustment to broad-scale industrial organizing and included 
women and workers of color within their ranks, they would have no 
union movement to lead.1O Lewis and Hillman hinged their success on 
their unequivocal support for Roosevelt." And Lewis, although he was 
an anticommunist who vored Republican most of the time, employed 
many communists and socialists as the leading organizers for the CIO 
because he understood that he had to build a strong rank·and-file move· 
ment if he was to maintain the mass base to leverage Democratic Parry 
support. Lewis also understood that, at that historical moment, he and 
the Lefc had overlapping though not identical agendas. 

The notion of overlapping but not identical agendas is critically 
important for understanding the developments of the I930s, including 
the confusion that arose within the Lefc at certain periods. Paul Buhle, 
in discussing Hillman, puts the pieces together in a useful way: 

Communists usually found common ground with Sydney Hillman of the 
new Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA), who more 
successfully rode the waves of militancy, modulating the challenges by 
embracing or coopting erstwhile leftists (including Communists) who saw 
the successful mobilization of labor as the great possibility of the time. 
But the problem was never simply one of flexible and inflexible leaders. 
By the 19 30s, the Jewish-led unions, especially the ILGWU [International 
Ladies Garment Workers Union] and ACWA, had the requisite strength 
and energy to establish a framework for the emerging industrial labor 
movement. Located in the regions somewhere between liberalism (or 
the liberal socialism of the "mixed economy," a phrase invented by an 
ILGWU educational director) and conservatism (including quiet accep
tance of a prevalent racism), this style of unionism placed heavy empha· 
sis upon maintaining the support of government allies-first in Albany, 
then in Washington. These two unions, the ILGWU in particular, had 
played no small role in isolating the Industrial Workers of the World, 
before the decisive federal government crackdowns on the Wobblies. The 
ACWA would play a very large role in strategizing a CIO path mediated 
with government functionaries and political leaders, sans the participa· 
tion of ordinary workers or systematic regard (rhetoric apart) for the fate 
of racial minorities and others left out of the compact.ll 

Roosevelt's support contributed to the success of the historic United 
Auto Workers (UAW) sit-down strike in Flint during the winter of 
T936-37, when neither he nor the Democratic governor of Michigan 
would lise the National Guard or the army to evict the striking 
autoworkers.13 But the decisive factor in the UAW victory was Lewis's 
alliance with assorted leftists in rhe UAW, including Wyndham Monimer, 
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Bob Travis, Nat Ganley, Kermit Johnson, Genora Johnson (Dollinger), 
and Victor Reuther. 

The Roosevelt administration continued to construct a social safety 
net and helped create a political and social environment conducive to 
notions of social justice, through reforms like the Fair Labor Standards 
Act, social security, welfare, unemployment insurance, and widespread 
public·works projects. Direct assistance to militant workers, as in the 
Flint sit·down strike, began to decline almost immediately as opposi· 
tion from conservatives increased; the Little Steel Strike of T937 was 
defeated when Ohio's governor used troops to break it up, and Chicago 
police killed ten workers at a Memorial Day demonstration in support 
of the strike. 

After the victories in auto and big steel, John L. Lewis gained national 
fame and popularity. Lewis was, however, always an enigmatic pragma· 
tist labor leader. Sidney Hillman was the classic pragmatist labor leader. 
He was committed to reason, progress, and science and desired to change 
traditional cultures, but he was uninhibited by ideology in his pursuit of 
power. He viewed unionism as a method of taming the anarchy of laissez
faire capitalism. Probably more than any other union leader, he forged 
the corporatist model in an attempt to tie together the conflicting interests 
of government, business, and unions. He created the ClO's Labor Non
Partisan League to mobilize support for Roosevelt.14 He later helped 
found a ClO political action committee (known after the merger of 
the AFL and the CIO in T 9 5 5  as the AFL-CIO Committee on Political 
Education) to funnel support to the Democratic Party. Hillman worked 
secretly with Roosevelt to undermine Lewis after Lewis attacked the 
administration for failing to aid unions more actively. Just before the 
1940 CIO convention, Hillman attempted to obtain a blanket endorse
ment from the convention for all of Roosevelt's domestic and foreign 
policies. Roosevelt rewarded him with appointment as associate director 
of the Office of Production Management later that year. Unfortunately 
for the union movement, Hillman's sycophantic relationship with Roo
sevelt forced him to take positions against the interests of unions-for 
example, his support of Roosevelt's decision to use federal troops to 
break a wildcat strike by the UAW against North American Aviation. IS 

Hillman's relationship with Roosevelt made him lose sight of his inde
pendent base in the union movement and his real power as a labor states
man. Instead, he lived out his life as a minion for the Democratic Party.16 

In focusing on these individuals and their views, we have an oppor
tunity to look at the contending ideological orientations of the time, 
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particularly along the spectrum from exclusion to inclusion, as  well as 
the demands of different social bases. As white men, the leaders we dis
cuss here represented the dominant, if not exclusive, strain of leadership 
in organized labor. Their status as white male labor bureaucrats influ
enced to a great degree theit practical and theoretical interpretation of 
the categories we explore in the next chapter: leftists, pragmatists, and 
traditionalists. 

Although the union movement in the United States has always had a Left 
tendency or segment-including the Industrial Workers of the World, 
Mexicans affiliated with both the IWW and the revolutionary Partido 
Liberal Mexicano in the U.S. Southwest, the Syndicalist League of Noreh 
America, and the International Working People's Association-the left 
wing of roday's union movement was originally shaped by its experiences 
between 1 9 1 9  and 1947.

17  During that period, capitalism was being 
challenged by the social experiment of socialism. In the wake of the 
Russian Revolution, amid the horrors of World War I, people throughout 
the world began ro believe that another world was possible and that 
through a revolutionary socialist movement, the working class and 
other oppressed peoples could liberate themselves. Socialism has existed 
in many forms, with the main current rooted in the theories of Karl Marx 
and Frederick Engels. From there, variations developed, several of which 
took shape in the first socialist state, the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR). The two main variations were evident in the split 
between Bolshevism (which evolved into Stalinism) and Trotskyism. l s  
U.S. socialism also had indigenous roots in U.S. populism and anarcho
syndicalism.19 During the period of union formation in the early twenti
eth century, socialist parties, sllch as the Socialist Party of America, the 
Communist Party (CP), and later the Socialist Workers Party, had many 
common roo[s.20 Many other leftist groups and individuals participated 
in the u.s. union movement as well. They shared several basic beliefs: 
that class struggle exists; that the purpose of unions is to organize work
ers in their self-interest; and that through the day-to-day fights for their 
economic interests, workers could come ro understand the [rue nature of 
capitalist society and eventually organize to end capitalism.21 To varying 
degrees, forces on the left believed that unions had to look beyond the 
immediate economic interests of the workers in one or another work
place and become vehicles for making socialist principles a reality in the 
workplace and transmitting this program to the rest of society. 
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Leftist organizations, especially the Communist Parry, the Socialist 
Party, and later the Socialist Workers Party, put their beliefs into practice 
through political positions or "lines" that, if adopted, could be trans
lated into organizational bylaws and collective-bargaining demands by 
unions.22 The organizational Left thus had the capacity to push similar 
positions or lines in a variety of workplaces simultaneously, positions 
that reflected the social aspirations and economic concerns of working 
peopleP In general, leftist parties and groupings were essential players 
in developing a class-conscious militant core within a variety of unions.24 
These militants included many members of the most dedicated and 
committed union cadre of this period, and they were essential to the 
early success of the CIO during labor's upsurge during the srrike wave 
in T936 and T937.25 The CIO union movement thus became an instru
ment for asserting the hopes of many workers. 

At the apex of its influence within the u.S. trade union movement 
during World War II, the Communist Party, the largest party of the 
organized Left, made a policy decision to liquidate its independent pres
ence within the trade unions and adopt a position of nearly uncondi
tional unity within the movement, despite the sharp differences within 
the movement about the direction forward. Earl Browder, the principal 
leader of the CP during the T930S and through most of World War I I ,  
rook the ultimate step of  liquidating the CP as a political party in 1944 

and declared that monopoly capital in the United States was being 
domesticated and that the contradictions between labor and capital 
were no longer antagonistic.26 This position was influenced by the posi
tion of the international communist movement, which advocated build
ing a united front against the Axis during World War II. Browder and 
his allies in the U.S. Communist Parry believed that the Yalta agree
ments between the major antifascist allies signaled the arrival of long
term peace, not only between the Soviet Union and the West but also 
between those who advocated socialism and those, like Roosevelt, who 
seemed ro advocate a more "humane" capitalism. The CP's position 
weakened the Left's position in the CIO, particularly in the UAW, 
because it undermined the Left's reputation for militancy and its ability 
to act independently within the trade unions.27 

Despite constant attacks, communists and other leftists continued to 
build strong unions and to strengthen the CIO throughout the T930S 

and T940S. Research, particularly by Judith Stepan. Norris and Maurice 
Zeitlin, shows that unions built by leftists were statistically more dem
ocratic, allowing different factions of workers ro shape union policy, 
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than were non-Left-Ied unions. In addition, contracts negotiated by 
Left-led unions, which advocated workplace democracy and vigorously 
fought management prerogatives, tended to be more prolabor chan 
those negotiated by their rightist critics. The studies show that leftists 
also negoriated far more contracts that maintained the right to strike 
and contained grievance procedures, with much shorter time spans for 
resolution. This line of research, supported by our experience, contra
dicts the conventional wisdom that rests on the work of Robert Michels 
and Seymour Martin Lipset.28 Michels's The Iron Law of Oligarchy 
points to the alleged natural tendency of bureaucracies to maincain 
themselves and their leaders. Lipset asserts that Communists have a cor
rosive effect on democracy in unions.29 In the real world, however, left
ists tend co create more democratic procedures, if for no other reason 
than to ensure that they have a voice in institutions and societies that 
otherwise restrict their point of view. This research suggests that the 
road to oligarchy or democracy is the result of political struggle and 
choice. Unions led by leftists have a significantly larger chance of mov
ing along the path of democracy.3o Indeed, the effectiveness of the Left 
in championing U.S. democracy and social reform, with a strong base in 
the CIO and other unions, is precisely why it became a target of the 
Cold War witch hunts of the late T940S and early T950S. 
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C H A P T E R  3 

T H E  COLD WAR ON LABOR 

Following World Waf II, the architects of U.S. policy resolved that the 
wartime alliance with the Soviet Union had to end and that the political 
Left and progressive movements had to be rolled back domescically. The 
Cold War became the instrument for carrying out this program, but it is 
worth noting-particularly in light of the neoliberal offensive beginning 
in the T97os-thar the attack on the Left and progressive movements was 
largely a political attack rather than an economic one. The living stan
dard of the average U.S. worker continued to rise even while many of the 
vanguard forces fighting for social justice were themselves under assault. 

This "golden age" of the post-World War II era created illusions 
about the fundamental nature of capitalism and helped lay the basis for 
organized labor's continued suppression of the Left. The prosperity 
of the postwar years seemed to promise workers that their lives, and 
their children's, would improve without any need for radical initiatives. 
Much of the U.S. labor movement became convinced that labor must 
continue to follow the strategic direction set by American Federation of 
Labor founder Samuel Gompers. This path was one of unapologetic 
acceptance and support of U.S. capitalism and loyalty to the U.S. capi
talist state in its Cold War struggle with the Soviet Union-a Faustian 
bargain that would, millions of workers believed, ensure stability, pros
perity, and social harmony. 

This postwar "social contract" or "social accord" with capital played 
itself out in all the advanced capitalist countries to one degree or another, 

26 
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but in the United States it had particular elements worth noting.] Cold 
War competition between the United States and the Soviet Union quickly 
followed defeat of the Axis powets in I945. In Western Europe and 
Japan, both heavily damaged by the wat, the competition between the 
two antagonists was heavily influenced by forces on the political Left. 
These forces included, but were not limited to, pro-Soviet communist 
parties as well as other parties and organizations on the socialist and rev
olutionary Left. In Western Europe, the combination of these factors, 
together with fear of a renewal of the Great Depression of the T930S, led 
to broad acceptance of the notion of a welfare state, though the process 
of winning the welfare state had actually started in the T930S in response 
to both the Great Depression and the danger of fascism.2 

With the end of the Cold War and the opening of many files and 
archives, we can now see that the Cold War was largely about contain
ing the Soviet Union and squeezing the political Left in rhe advanced 
capitalist world. Little evidence exists that the Soviets had any postwar 
plans to invade Western Europe; indeed, their primary interest seemed 
to be in securing what they understood to be their sphere of influence 

(which the Western allies appeared to recognize in the Yalta agreements 
in early 1945).3 

The so-called Red Scare purges of the U.S. union movement that 
occurred throughout the T940S and the T950S were the result of several 
factors: the general Cold War assault on the Left, both domestically and 
internationally; weak leadership in the union movement that was prone 
to surrendering real working-class power to maintain the semblance of 
labor-management cooperation; and poor strategic decisions by leftists 
themselves, in particular by the Communist Party. 

As the tension between the USSR and the United States increased, so 
did the anticommunist tenor of U.S. public life-providing an opportu
nity for conservative forces to roll back New Deal reforms. The Taft
Hartley amendments to the National Labor Relations Act, for instance, 
not only moved against the political Left in the union movement but also 
straitjacketed the movement by limiting the tactics it could use to orga
nize workers and bargain with employers. These attacks on the unions 
proceeded under the guise of leveling the playing field between labor 
and capital while ridding the union movement of communist trouble
makers. A drumbeat of anticommunist attacks in the media blamed mil
itant strikes, like the I946 Allis-Chambers strike in Milwaukee, on 
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communist leadership in the CIO and set the stage for congressional 
conservatives to fotce through the Taft-Harrley Act in 1947 over the 
veto of President Truman. In addition to its so-called right-ro-work (for 
less) provision and its limits on secondary boycotts, the Taft-Harrley 
Act required unionists to sign an affidavit affirming that they did not 
support the Communist Party.4 

Leaders of the CIO like Philip Murray and John L. Lewis opposed the 
affidavit requirement up to 1949.

5 By contrast, Walter Reuther took 
advantage of the tools handed him by the Taft-Hardey Act to consoli
date his control of the UAW. Aligning himself with the rabidly anticom
munist Alliance of Catholic Trade Unionists (ACTU) and anticommunist 
socialists, he defeated the Communists and their allies at the 1947 UAW 
convention and consolidated his faction's hold over the UAW. His move 
in the UAW paved the way for the CIO's surrender on the anticommu
nist affidavit issue i n  1949. 

For the CIO and the u.s. union movement, the loss was devastating. 
Left-led unions had about 1.4 million members, and in 1949-50, the 
CIO expelled eleven of these unions for refusing to sign the anticommu
nist affidavit; eventually sixteen unions left the CIO. These unions still 
constituted a formidable force, but in large part because of the CP's 
decision to emphasize labor unity, they formed no alternative federa
tion. The CP leadership had concluded that creating an alternative or 
third labor federation would further fuel anticommunism and increase 
the isolation of the left. Instead, the Left decided to attempt to influence 
the CIO-principally-and the AFL secondarily from the inside. The 
CP tried to convince members of Left-led unions such as the United 
Electrical Workers to join AFL or CIO unions rather than establish their 
own coalitions, thus fllerher undermining the most militant sector of the 
U.S. union movement.6 

Despite Taft-Hartley, the mainstream union movement did not sense 
itself to be under a full-scale assault by capital and its right·wing political 
allies.7 Yet with rhe purge of rhe political left, rhe overall strategy of the 
union movement underwent significant changes. Pragmatists like Reurher 
aligned themselves with traditionalists in opposing the Left's c1ass
struggle approach to the labor movement. In doing so, they ushered in a 
version of trade unionism that assured an increase in the standard of liv
ing for the unionized section of the working class while accepting tight 
restrictions on the exercise of union power.s This postwar social accord 
with capital was symbolized by the so-called Treaty of Detroit in 1950, 

in which corporate America bought back managerial initiative and coo-
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trol of the shop floor in exchange for cost-of-living raises, employer
sponsored health care, and pension plans.9 The price was abandonment 
of class struggle against corporate America and further bureaucratization 
of the union movement. 10 Grievance and arbitration procedures replaced 
the right to strike. "Professional" labor-relations representatives replaced 
rank-and-file shop stewards as the primary representatives of the unions. 
Grievance procedures became more complicated and legalistic. Collective 
bargaining came to be almost entirely limited to economic issues, and 
struggles for control of the work process were almost completely aban
doned. The process of collective bargaining itself became an insular firm
or site-based process that only rarely became a forum for broad social or 
political engagement. I I  Thus, over time, the NLRA (as amended by the 
Taft-Hartley Act and interpreted by the courts) became a legal mecha
nism to thwart organizing efforts and restrict union actions. 

And the unions affiliated with the CIO, which had tended to be more 
progressive on racial matters, backed away from any thoroughgoing 
commitment to racial justice. The CIO's Operation Dixie, an attempt to 
organize the South between 1947 and 1953,  collapsed, with a contribut
ing factor being the purge of the Left.l2 By the early 19 50S, for example, 
African American workers found themselves at odds with both employ
ers and union leaders, necessitating independent forms of organization, 
such as the short-lived National Negro Labor Council ( 1951-55). Except 
for receiving support from Left-led unions, Chicanos in the Southwest 
were also largely abandoned by the union movement.13 

Ironically, the formation of the AFL-CIO in 1955  coincided with the 
high point of unionization in the United States: thereafter, the percent
age of the workforce represented by unions began a slow decline (though 
the absolute number of union members remained relatively steady over 
the decades). Coming slightly more than five years after the purge of the 
Left-led unions, the merger signified the surrender of the much-weak
ened ClO to the AFL and the renunciation of any effort to build an 
alternative trade unionism by the pragmatist leaders of organized labor. 
Thus, even before the end of the so-called golden era of postwar capi
talism in the early T970s, the union movement in the United States had 
hit an impasse. 

The ascension to the leadership of the AFL-CIO in 1955  of a consum
mate union bureaucrat clearly indicated the future direccion of the feder
ation. George Meany, a quintessential traditionalist, had become a union 
plumber in 1916, been elected to his local's executive board in 1920, 
and in an effort to avoid seasonal work, had become his local's business 
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manager in 1922. From that time until he retired from the AFL-CIO in 
1979, he was never off the union payroll. Meany was a narrow craft 
unionist straight out of the tradition of Samuel Gompers, and he bragged 
about never having been on strike or walking a picket line. He believed 
that the function of unions was not to organize unotganized workers but 
rather to preserve the privilege of union membership for a stratum of 
already organized skilled workers. Meany built his career as a bureau
crat on his encyclopedic knowledge of union jurisdictions, contracts, and 
work classifications. When he confronted nonunion workers, his goal 
was not to organize them but to take their jobs away; "We didn't want 
the people . . .  ; we merely wanted the work. So far as the people who 
were on the work were concerned, for our part they could drop dead." 14 

Meany was a virulent anticommunist who believed that the fight 
against communism should take precedence over the welfare of the 
trade union movement. IS The AFL-CIO barred Communists from 
membership. 16 It also set up, with u.S. government funding, interna
tional institutes to train trade unionists from around the world and pro
mote what it euphemistically called "free-trade unionism" but which 
is more aptly described as "anticommunist" or "anti-left-wing" trade 
unionism. One such institute was the American Institute for Free Labor 
Development, which came to be associated with anticommunist activity 
in rhe Western Hemisphere, including, but not limited to, efforts to oust 
the prime minister of British Guiana (currently Guyana), Cheddi Jagan, 
in T964 and Chile's president Salvador Allende in T973.17 Meany 
staunchly supported the Vietnam War and worked diligently to influ
ence state federations and local central labor bodies to do the same. 
One of the main jobs of AFL-CIO field staff became the policing of 
AFL-CIO bodies to prevent infiltration by leftist organizations. Meany 
was thus constantly at odds with radicals and militants inside and out
side the union movement. The AFL-CIO supported the passage of the 
Civil Rights Act of T964, but Meany vehemently opposed Black mili
tancy in any fotm. Under Meany, an extremely narrow version of 
bureaucratic business unionism became entrenched in the culture of the 
U.S. union movement.18 

Many people saw the UAW's Walter Reuther as a progressive in con
trast to Meany. However, Reuther underwent his own evolution, rapidly 
changing from a social visionary who advocated the redistribution of 
wealth through collective bargaining to a pragmatist who crushed the 
ideological core of militancy in the union movement and created a model 
for the modern bureaucratization of union activism. Reuther's model for 
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unions set in motion the trend toward narrow service unionism and con
tributed to the current decline of the u.s. union movement. Even now, 
when a quick review of the Wall Street journal's editorial page makes it 
clear that the capitalist class has abandoned the postwar compromises 
typified by the Treaty of Detroit, union pragmatists still hope to reform 
the system to create a new version of the postwar social accord. 
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C H A P T E R  4 

T H E  CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENTS, 

T H E  LE FT, AN D LABOR 

The Post-I 9 5 5  period is often mischaGlcterized as :l. dormant period for 
labor organizing. Contrary to a view that gained some prominence dur
ing the early T990S, organizing continued after the merger that created 
the AFL-C10. It was different from the organizing of the 19305 and the 
Left-led organizing following World War II largely in its scale and charac
ter. Post-T95 5 organizing generally lacked the dynamism, strategic focus, 
and social movement "feel" of the earlier period, in no small parr because 
efforts in the I950S lacked the leadership and energy of the Left. L 

Despite the crushing defeat of the Left and the dominance of "busi
ness unionism" during the Meany years, important organizing did occur. 
The most significant, from our perspective, was the success of the United 
Farm Workers union, whose leader at that time, Cesar Chavez, gained 
renown as a major leader of the Chicano Movement and of the struggle 
for both civil nghts and economic justice. After decades of organizing by 
numerous farmworker organizations, the community-based unionism of 
the National Farmworkers Association, inspired by Saul Alinsky-trained 
organizers and implemented by Mexican and Filipino farmworkers, suc
ceeded in securing collective bargaining for more than seventy thousand 
farmworkers. To win union recognition, workers struck and orches
trated an international boycott for five years, turning their struggle into 
a spearhead of the Chicano/Mexicano Movement and a rallying point 
for advocates of social justice. The UFW also withstood a major raid by 
the Teamsters Union, largely inspired by then-president Richard Nixon, 

32 
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a friend of agribusiness, and implemented by Nixon's close ally Team
stets ptesident Frank Fitzsimmons.! Fitzsimmons said, "As fat as I'm 
concerned, as a trade unionist for 47 years, Cesar Chavez is not a trade 
unionist. I wouldn't even let him be a janitor in a trade union office."J 

The UFW strike was led by the Mexican and Filipino union leaders 
and was largely supported by the United Auto Workers and by the AFL
cia organizing director, Bill Kircher, a former UAW organizer. On sev
eral occasions, the UFW and Meany were in conflict about the scope of 
the boycotts, primarily because of the impact on the Retail Clerks Inter
national Union (now United Food and Commercial Workers) and the 
amount of money spent on the effort. Tension also existed between 
the UFW and the AFL-CIO because of the UFW's left-wing staffers and 
the broader Left's support for the UFW.4 Meany, commenting on 
Chavez, made his own outlook clear: " I  admire Cesar Chavez. He's con
sistent and I think he's dedicated. I think he's an idealist. I think he's a 
bit of a dreamer . . . .  He's fighting not only the ranch owners and the 
Teamsters, he's fighting the Bank of America and the State of California. 
He's got a hell of a problem."5 

The UFW's legacy of 1960s organizing tactics and strategies inspired 
the Sweeney/New Voice administration of the AFL-CIO to the extent that 
many thought that the T997 Watsonville demonstration of more than 
thirty thousand people in support of the campaign by UFW strawberry 
workers was the coming-out party of the New Voice AFL-CIO, Despite 
the magnitude of the demonstration, however, it was not matched by the 
emergence of a new broad-based farmworkers' movement. 

The Meany years were also the time that the Teamsters, after being 
purged from the AFL-CIO for corruption, organized themselves into the 
largest amalgamated union in the United States, with nearly two million 
members. The strategies that the Teamsters used then and that the SEIU 
uses today are not new. In the 1860s, William H. Sylvis (founder of the 
National Labor Union, the first attempt to create a national labor center) 
used similar techniques in an effort to control specific labor markets. The 
goal was to control wages and thereby reduce or eliminate competition 
between companies in (he same industry. "Leverage" strategies, devel
oped by socialist Farrell Dobbs, were responsible for the meteoric 
growth of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters (IBT) during the 
late 1950S and 1960s.6 IBT grew rapidly under the pragmatist and often 
controversial leadership of James Hoffa, Sr. Leverage campaigns, or 
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what SEIU calls "pressure" campaigns, require broad-based organizing 
aimed at unionizing large sections of a particular labor market and find
ing economic, social, or political circumstances that will pressure com
panies within that labor market to acquiesce to unionization. Leverage 
or pressure campaigns may eschew NLRB secret-ballot elections and 
challenges when companies offer nemrality or voluntary recognition or 
enter into card-check agreements (in which they agree to acknowledge a 
union if a majority of employees sign cards verifying their union mem
bership).  Strategically, such campaigns can also move far more rapidly 
toward a first comract than traditional organizing approaches can. 

The importance of such strategies is clear because they offer an alter
native to organizing one workplace at a time in an industry, which is a 
tremendous resource drain and can fail more broadly if individual COI11-
panies either gain the support of other nonunion firms or cannot com
pete with nonunion firms. If industry-wide pressure campaigns are part 
of a strategy for social and economic justice, the workers' desire for 
unionization can align with broader social justice forces, expanding pro
gressive conditions and the potential for building political power. 

T H E  SIXTIES: T H E  LEFT, C I V I L  R I G HTS, 

A N D  U N I O N S  

The Left and progressive movements launched critiques of organized 
labor in the early to mid-J960s that focused largely on the racial politics 
of labor and labor's general approach to social issues. By the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, the critiques intensified, taking two directions: one 
strain of criticism charged that unions as presently constructed could 
never bring about fundamental social change and therefore needed to be 
replaced by alternative organizations; the other held that unions suffered 
from ossified leadership, so replacing those leaders would open the path 
for dramatic change. 

The slow decline of organized labor was not particularly noticeable 
until late in the 1960s. More noticeable was the evaporation of any 
sense of a movement almost the moment that the Left-led unions were 
purged from the CIO in the late T940s. Black trade unionists began 
challenging rhe CIO in the early 19  50S with the formmion of the 
National Negro Labor Council. By the late T950S, A. Philip Randolph 
was openly challenging the newly formed AFL-CIO from the inside on 
irs inconsistency and frequent racism, resulting in his decision to rake 
the lead in rhe formation of the Negro American Labor Council.? Inrer-
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nal and external challenges co racism in organized labor, particularly 
the barrles to desegregate the building trades, revealed the alienation of 
organized labor from other progressive social movements. 

Though historians often cite the infamous attack on anti-Vietnam War 
demonstrators by some New York construction workers as an example of 
the antipathy between organized labor and the progressive movements,S 
the attitude of organized labor toward internal racism and the dynamic 
Black Freedom Movement was a more telling indicator of the larger 
problem, Organized labor, as a whole, had failed to grasp the strategic 
significance of the growing civil rights movement in the T950S and early 
T960S. Operation Dixie was dying at the point that the civil rights move
ment was being born. Only a few unions, such as District 65 of the Dis
tributive Workers of America and Local TT99 of the National Union of 
Health and Hospital Workers, fully appreciated the importance of build
ing a bloc with the Black Freedom Movement. Some other unions, such 
as the United Auro Workers, supplied financial aid and some political 
support but had internal practices that were not compatible with the 
objectives of the Black Freedom Movement. The national AFL-CIO sup
ported legislative initiatives in favor of civil rights but avoided linking 
itself to the movement.9 

The radical caucus movement represented an insurgem challenge to 
organized labor. Though the League of Revolutionary Black Workers 
(and its founding organization, the Dodge Revolutionary Union Move
ment) was certainly the leading force in this movemem, the caucus move
ment was very diverse, running the gamut from ad hoc groupings against 
the Vietnam War to union democracy movements, campaigns for racial 
justice aimed at both employers and unions, and semisyndicalist forma
tions that sought either to replace existing unions or to transform thern. 1O 

The caucus movement, being largely an outgrowth of the civil 
rightslBlack Power movements and the anti-Vietnam War movement, 
was affected by the decline of those movements as well as by the T973-74 

recession. At this point, the caucus movement evolved in two different 
directions. The semisyndicalist efforts, such as the League of Revolution
ary Black Workers, went into a steep decline and disappeared, with some 
its members moving on to form Marxist-Leninist organizations. At the 
same time, certain union-reform efforts began to emerge, such as the 
Miners for Democracy and Teamsters for a Democratic Union (TDU). 
The Miners for Democracy helped rid the UMWA of corruption and lay 
the foundation for a renovated organization. TDU helped jump-start the 
process of change and democratization in the Teamsters and remains an 
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important force in that union to this day. The critiques by the caucus 
movement never entirely disappeared and continued to influence develop
ments both within the union movement and in the so-called workers' cen
ter movement. 

T H R E E  IDEOLOGICAL T R E N D S  

In the preceding chapters on labor's development and consolidation up 
to the eve of the 1970S neoliberal assault, we identified Eugene Debs as 
a leftist, Samuel Gompers as a traditionalist, and John L. Lewis and 
Walter Reuther as pragmatists. Despite continual attempts to ensure a 
"safe" and ideologically monolithic labor movement (for example, the 
purges of the so-called Red or Left-led unions in the late T940S), con
tention among these three ideological stances continues to exist within 
labor. Today the dominant coalition of traditionalist and pragmatist 
union leaders continues to shape union culture, whereas leftists get co
opted or marginalized. This situation limits the union movement's scope 
of struggle and narrows unions' political and social impact. 

Though some might argue that other theories about the labor move
ment influenced these changes, we find three ideological perspectives to 
be most relevant; we call these positions leftist, pragmatist, and tradi
tionalist, recognizing that each contains a range of views. I I  Each of 
these perspectives has its own way of answering three key questions; 

T .  What are the constituencies of the union movement? 

2. Who are the friends, allies, and enemies of the union movement? 

3 .  What is the geographic scope of our concern for the working class? 

Labor activists' answers to these questions, laid out in the sections 
below, help place them in one of the three categories. 

The Labor Movement's Constituencies 

Pragmatist and traditional unionists consider the primary constituency 
of the labor movement to be union members. Leftists like Eugene Debs, 
Wyndham Mortimer, Nat Ganley, Rose Schneiderman, A. Philip Ran
dolph, William Z. Foster, Miranda Smith, and Bert Corona defined that 
constituency more broadly to include all members of the working class. 

The AFL-CIO's decision to admit undocumented immigrant workers 
provides a recent example of pragmatist unionists' broadening their 
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view of labor's constituency, Before 1999, the AFL-CIO supported the 
employer sanctions ptovision of the 1986 Immigration Reform and 
Control Act, and most union leaders opposed the inclusion, or practiced 
the exclusion, of immigrant groups in U.S. unions. Leftists in the union 
movement helped bring about the AFL-CIO's dramatic shift, prompting 
the organization to call for repealing employer sanctions, demand full 
amnesty for undocumented immigrant workers, and promote equality 
with u.s. workers under existing labor laws. The shift occurred mostly 
because of the increasing number of immigrant workers in sectors of the 
economy that the union movement wants to organize. Thus, pragmatic 
concerns drove some trade union leaders to change their stance on 
organizing immigrant, especially undocumented, workers. 

Allies and Enemies 

Traditionalist unionists like Samuel Gompers, William Green, Philip 
Murray, and George Meany considered "good capitalists" and some 
politicians to be their allies. Sidney Hillman's relationship with Franklin 
Roosevelt illustrates how pragmatists and traditionalists rely on alliances 
with important figures in the U.S. business and political establishment, 
Traditionalists in particular see communists, socialists, and leftists gener
ally as the enemy: George Meany's fear of leftists marked every decision 
he made about the domestic and foreign policy of the AFL-CIO, 12 

Leftists tend to define allies and friends as those who favor a range of 
reforms that aim to enhance the power and welfare of working-class peo
ple. In a strategic sense, allies are participants in social movements whose 
struggles objectively weaken imperialism. Leftists usually view pragmatist 
unionists as potential allies. Enemies for the Left include transnational 
corporations, the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and 
government elements that support antiworker or anti people policies. 
Most leftists also see traditionalist unionists as enemies, largely because 
the traditionalists are normally on a continual search-and-destroy mis
sion against progressives and leftists inside and outside the union move
ment. Although segments of the Left have often been at war with one 
another in fits of sectarianism, such conflicts turn upside down leftists' 
typical definitions of strategic allies and enemies. The period of the so
called Popular Front-from T 9 3 5  to T939 and later between T94T and 
T946-was an interesting effort to forge Left unity. 13 

Pragmatists generally define friends and allies in the same way that 
traditionalist unionists do. However, they view leftists, communists, 
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and socialists less as enemies than as potential (but disposable) allies 
they can call on if they need dedicated and disciplined ground twops
for example, when organizing is a priority for the union movement. 
john L Lewis's reliance on communist organizers in building the CIa 
during the 1930S is the classic example of this view; Cesar Chavez, 
whose alliance with leftists combined political and personal relations, is 
a more recent example. Anyone who threatens the power or institu
tiona I leadership of pragmatist union leaders is an enemy. For example, 
longtime leader of the United Auto Workers Walter Reuther, although 
he had been influenced by both communists and socialists in the T930S, 
engaged in a ruthless factional battle against Communist Party-aligned 
members of the United Auto Workers in his drive for supremacy. Once 
in control, he worked to stamp out opposition to his "one-party rule" 
in the UAW. This action contradicted his attacks on the alleged antidem
ocratic policies of the Communist Party and other leftists (domestically 
and internationally). Reuther also had an ambiguous relationship with 
lahor traditionalists and sought to distinguish himself from them. For 
example, he supported the civil rights movement while presiding over a 
segregated UAW bureaucracy. 

Geographic Scope 

Leftists are concerned about workers around the world and seek to 
unite with them in their struggles against oppression. Pragmatists are 
more interested in how cooperation with workers around the world can 
help preserve u.s. unions. In contrast, traditionalist unionists (such as 
Samuel Gompers, Philip Murray, and George Meany) tend to support 
u.S. international policies and the policies of companies employing 
their members, because they consider their interests to be tied directly to 
the success of U.S. corporations. 

As we'll see in the following chapters, however, U.S. corporations, 
which had been willing to buy peace with labor in the Treaty of Detroit, 
changed their tune during the 1970s. At that point, they decided that 
their own interests were no longer tied to participation in a social COIll
pact with labor. 
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P A R T  T W O  

T H E  REVOLUTION WILL 

N O T  BE TELEVISED 

When you get too old to produce anymore, 
They hand YOll your hat and they show you the door. 

Too old to work, too old to work, 
When you're too old to work and you're 

too yOung to die. 
Who will rake care of YOtl, how'lI YOLI get by 

When you're too old to work and you're 
too young to die? 

Joe Glazer, 

"Too Old to Work," 1956 
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C H A P T E R  5 

WHOSE WELFARE 

MATTERS, ANYWAY? 

N E O L I B E R A L  GLOBALIZATION 

To make sense of the crisis that faced trade unionism in the Global North 
beginning in the T9705, we must understand the economic shift that 
undermined the welfare state in the advanced capitalist West.' The eco
nomic stagnation that afflicted the United Stares by the early 19705 was 
the result of many factors, including the cyclical end of the long postwar 
boom, the Vietnam War, competition from other capitalist states like 
West Germany and Japan, and domestic class struggle that put pressure 
on corporate profits. Within Western Europe, the verdict on capitalism 
was far from clear. Britain had gone into a downward spiral almost 
immediately after World War II and was facing the implications of the 
end of its empire. Other capitalist states, such as West Germany, Sweden, 
and Japan, were faring much becter in competition with [he United 
States, having integrated themselves into the U.S.-dominated global cap
italist system and, in the case of Germany and Japan, having rebuilt from 
the ashes of the war. As many commentators have pointed out, this inte
gration was both peculiar and particular in that the advanced capitalist 
states surrendered a significant degree of their foreign policy to the 
United States in the name of fighting the Cold War. The United Stares 
offered these nations military "protection," and as a result they did not 
have to divert their resources into defense spending and could instead 
invest in rebuilding more modern, competitive industries.2 

41 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 4
2.

ht
tp

:/
/s

it
e.

eb
ra

ry
.c

om
/l

ib
/d

om
in

ic
an

uc
/D

oc
?i

d=
10

34
34

99
&

pp
g=

57

42 / THE REVOLUTION WILL NOT BE TELEVISED 

Ironically, the Soviet bloc and much of the West entered almost 
simultaneously into a period of economic stagnation, which the welfare 
states of the West (Japan, Western Europe, the United States, and 
Canada) were unable to accommodate. In the United States, in response 
to the Vietnam War and the demands of progressive social movements 
(such as the Black Freedom Movement), President Lyndon Johnson 
tried to buy maneuvering room through a policy of "guns and butter" 
that combined deficit financing of a major war with domestic social 
reform programs. His successors during the T970S tried to deal with a 
combination of radical social movements and economic stagnation and 
inflation by increasing the tax burden on the middle-income sectors, 
including sections of the working class, small businesses, and profes
sionals and managers, rather than on the corporations and wealthy. By 
the late 1970s, this strategy for coping with the growing crisis had 
prompted many people to identify the welfare state as the primary 
problem in society.3 This factor made the middle strata particularly sus
ceptible to reactionary antitax messages and movements. 

Right-wing populist demagogues in the I97os, who were set on 
rolling back various domestic reforms, aimed to stop social and eco
nomic reform by cutting off the oxygen to the public sector through 
attacks on the tax structure. Building an unstated but objective alliance 
between the wealthy and the middle-income segmems, they sought tax 
relief by cutting or eliminating key taxes and making the system more 
retrogressive. Thus, rather than making the system more progressive, 
lawmakers responded by increasing taxes in indirect ways (by institut
ing fees, for example) for lower- and middle-income taxpayers. Essen
tial revenue for government programs dried up, creating a vicious cycle 
of shrinking government and popular frustration with the government's 
inability to deliver needed services. California's Proposition I3 in I978, 
which froze property taxes at existing levels, was the opening salvo in 
this offensive against the public sector, public service, and, indeed, the 
working class. 

Though President Nixon had declared in I971 "we are all Keynes
ians," the reality is that ruling circles in the United States and other 
capitalist countries were searching for new economic models. The 
1970S saw adoption of new, post-Keynesian models that promised to 
break the hold of stagnation and inflation and restore corporate power 
and profits. Central to these strategies was the imposition of discipline 
on the working class, which meant-from the standpoint of the work-
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mg class-wrecking their organizations and diminishing their hopes 
and expectations. Working-class people in the advanced capitalist 
world, and particularly in the United States, would no longer be able to 
expect continuing improvement in their standard of living. Federal 
Reserve chairman Paul Volcker gave the following official summary of 
the program in a report to Congress in 1979: "The standard of living of 
the average American has [0 decline."4 In optimistic and misleading 
terms, the architects of the program advocated reinforcing the ethos of 
"sacrifice" and "coping" among the people, but particularly among 
those within the working-class and lower-middle strata. They wanted to 
reorient these citizens to focus on themselves as individuals and, per
haps, as family units, but to give up the notion that "struggle pays," at 
least in any collective sense. 

The assault on the U.S. working class during the 1970S was linked to, 
though not identical with, the counterattack that began against other 
progressive social movements. The decade witnessed the rise of the anti
choice (antiabortion) movement, which not only sought to eliminate a 
woman's right to choose but also aimed to reinforce patriarchy more 
generally. And the I970S began with the often-deadly repression of the 
social movements of people of color, 

In fact, the assault on the U.S. working class was successful precisely 
because the opening round targeted people of color, who could thus be 
blamed for the growing woes of the working class as a whole (but par
ticularly the white working class). The idea was that this focus would 
minimize resistance. 

This scenario played out at both the local and the national levels, with 
the leadership of organized labor-again-unprepared both ideologically 
and practically to resist the assault. For example, in the late 1970s, Gen
eral Dynamics, which was among the most reactionary of employers, 
chose to introduce a new management philosophy at the Quincy Ship
building Division in Quincy, Massachusetts. One of the first steps was to 
smash the 1977 strike led by Local 5 of the Industrial Union of Marine & 

Shipbuilding Workers of America.s Defeating the union was nor difficult, 
and in many respects, this workplace-focused action was emblematic of 
developments in organized labor nationally. The very conservative lead
ership of Local 5 had expected a more or less traditional employer-union 
bargaining scenario. With little preparation, on a warm July day, the lead
ership called for the strike, and the members voted their approval. Hun
dreds of workers rook to the streets on the first day, but a court order 
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quickly limited the number of picketers, and the Local 5 leadership had 
no follow-up strategy in place. After three months, the Local 5 leadershi p 
settled the dispute, largely on management's terms, and the workers 
returned to work. The returning workers, however, were demoralized 
and angry, and the leadership offered little direction. 

Over the next two years, conditions at the shipyard became more 
repressive. For example, the company unilaterally decided to ban nap
ping during the third shift (rr:oo P.M.-7:00 A.M.), which had been 
allowed as long as workers had completed their assigned jobs and were 
unobtrusive. General Dynamics first targeted Black and Latino workers 
for immediate termination if they were found sleeping. Management's 
assumption was actually quite brilliant: given the conservative and pre
dominantly white nature of the Local 5 leadership, the company could 
expect nothing more than formal resistance to such actions because, 
after all, Blacks and Latinos were the only ones losing their jobs.6 

Many national leaders of organized labor in the United States fell 
prey to similar strategies. The nearly complete disconnect between 
organized labor and the progressive social movements of the 1950S and 
1960s, plus the open opposition of organized labor to aspects of those 
movements, left the national leaders of the union movement with the 
illusion that-despite all the warning signs-they were on high ground 
and could ignore the approaching tsunami. 

An additional complication for the leadership of organized labor was 
the growing resistance among the working-class members of organized 
labor. Inspired by other progressive movements, these members had 
launched a caucus movement. Although the most famous caucus was 
probably the one that spurred the formation of the League of Revolu
tionary Black Workers, other movements, including the Miners for 
Democracy and smaller insurgencies in the telephone industry and 
other sectors, rattled labor's leadership. These insurgencies had various 
objectives, some related to workplace problems and others related to 
developments within the union. A new leadership was emerging from 
these struggles that threatened conventional business unionism. 

The T973-74 recession was the first and probably most dramatic 
form of discipline meted out against the working class in the new era'? 
The shock of the oil squeeze, layoffs, and the beginning of large-scale 
plant closings placed the working class in jeopardy.s This period in 
effect ushered in the phenomenon that came to be called "deindustrial
ization," though a better description is "deurbanization of industry," in 
the context of capitalist restructuring.9 This period also followed an 
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extremely repressive period aimed at eliminating the more left-wing 
leaders of the progressive social movements of color.lO 

Neoliberalism, the common term for the economic model emerging 
at the time, was thus not a conspiracy hatched in a small room but the 
result of experimentation and struggle within the ruling circles. Intro
duced in the 1970S by British prime minister Margaret Thatcher and 
later U.S. president Ronald Reagan, the notion first took shape in the 
economic approach of the Chilean military dictatorship that overthrew 
democratically elected President Salvador Allende in T973,  The dicta
torship made no attempt to buy off the working class; instead it moved 
to eliminate its organizations and atomize its existence as a class. The 
Chilean rulers dismantled public social benefits and saw privatization as 
the key to economic development. One of the most notorious examples 
of this policy in action, one that is relevant to the U.S. debate on the 
future of the social security system, was General Pinochet's privatiza
tion of Chile's pension system. I I 

Neoliberalism was thus not simply an approach to domestic econom
ics. Rather, it became the philosophical underpinning for the reorgani
zation of global capitalism, the process generally referred to as "globali
zation," Its five main characteristics are privatization, deregulation, 
casualization of the workforce (use of casual workers to avoid commit
ting to full-time contracts), deunionization, and free trade. We examine 
neoliberalism in greater detail later in the book. 

T H E  S T O R M  BREAKS: LANE K I R K LAND 

A N D  THE PATCO S T R I K E  

The social accord ushered in by Reuther's postwar Treaty of Detroit 
came to a dramatic end with the I98r strike of the Professional Air 
Traffic Controllers Organization (PATCO).12 When President Reagan 
fired the air traffic controllers, the immediate response of Lane Kirk
land, Meany's handpicked successor, was to appeal to Reagan's decency 
and remind him of his tenure as president of a union, the Screen Actors 
Guild (AFL-CIO). Kirkland believed that such an appeal would be the 
best way to restore the jobs of the thirteen thousand fired controllers. 
Three possibilities might explain Reagan's refusal to back down: Rea
gan could not remember his past, he had no decency, or the AFL-CIO 
lacked power. Many people then thought that Reagan would ultimately 
back down if organized labor barked loudly enough and long enough. 
Kirkland, under pressure from both pragmatist and leftist unionists, 
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agreed to sponsor a public display of unity for the fired air controllers. 
The Solidarity Day Match and national demonsttations in the fall of 
1981 attracted an impressive number of protesters, but these events 
were one-shot deals. Kirkland and the leadership of the AFL-CIO 
cooled growing militancy by ruling our coordinated work stoppages by 
AFL-CIO unions for fear that the unions would be penalized via the no
strike clauses in many contracts. 13 The Taft-Harrley restrictions aimed 
at preventing general strikes and the contractual bars to striking were 
indeed formidable obstacles. In any case, the AFL-CIO leaders could 
have entertained and implemented other forms of activity but did noth
ing else. 

Organized labor was both technically and theoretically unprepared 
for Reagan's assault. While acknowledgmg Reagan to be a political con
servative, they clearly expected someone much more like Richard 
Nixon-that is, a Republican who was prepared to make peace with 
organized labor, at least at a price. Reagan, much like Margaret 
Thatcher in Britain, had a different agenda. And organized labor, hav
ing thought itself immune to the repression of progressive social move
ments during the 1970s, was unable to conceptualize, never mind 
generate, the social force necessary to resist Reagan's new conception of 
labor relations. 

The AFL-CIO did not grasp that the growing right-wing movement 
in the United States was not only amenable to attacking the social 
movements of people of color and women but also to neutralizing pro
gressive efforts generally and gutting the power of even the most conser
vative sectors of labor. Carrying out this strategy called for changing the 
overall political climate, including raising hostility, particularly among 
middle-income whites, toward social programs and collective demands 
by workers. The late 1970S and early 1980s marked the beginning of 
rhe "greed is good" era, typified by George Gilder's best seller Wealth 
and Poverty (not surprisingly, according to Gilder, the best way to help 
the poor was to make the rich richer). Reagan popularized such notions 
by suggesting that the time for social movements had ended and that the 
country now needed greater stability. Stability really meant less resis
tance by the oppressed. In the wake of President Carter's firing of postal 
workers after the 1978 wildcat strike and then the dramatic firing of the 
PATCO workers by President Reagan, organized labor had no sense of 
how to build a massive social movement that was anything more than a 
lobbying effort. Organized labor made excuses for its inaction rather 
than reflectively and self-critically acknowledging that labor's "Pearl 
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Harbor" had taken place and that a new form of class warfare was 
unfolding on a national level.14 

FROM CRISIS TO COLLAPSE 

AFL-CIO president Lane Kirkland clearly realized that organized labor 
had a problem, but he had no framework for addressing it. He made 
special efforts to reunite within the AFL-CIO key unions that were out
side the federation, including the United Auto Workers, the Interna
tional Longshore and Warehouse Union, and the Teamsters, He also 
appointed AFL-CIO secretary-treasurer Thomas Donahue to oversee a 
new effort known as the Committee on the Evolution of Work. This 
committee produced a report in T984 that received a great deal of atten
tion because of its suggestions for reorganizing the union movement.15 
However, most of its recommendations were ignored. 

Bur Kirkland had another side: he was an unapologetic Cold War 
trade unionist. In fact, by the 1990S, Kirkland's fixation on international 
affairs was unnerving many leaders of the affiliated unions. His obsession 
with overthrowing Soviet-bloc regimes and attempting to undermine 
communist and Left-led movements, such as the South African anti
apartheid movement and the Central American anti-imperialist move
ments, led him to align the AFL-CIO with Reagan's foreign policy at the 
same time that Reagan's domestic economic and political policies were 
undermining working-class people and their unions. Kirkland never 
drew the connection, or if he did, he chose to ignore the implications. In 
the late 1980s, several unions-most prominently, the United Auto 
Workers-finally broke openly with Kirkland on foreign-policy issues, 
publicly condemning U.S. intervention in Central America and forrh
rightly supporting the antiapartheid movement in South Africa. These 
unions joined with others to sponsor, in 1987, a major rally in Washing
ton, D,C" against U.S. policy in Central America and South Africa, 

With the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the USSR, any 
remaining wlerance that affiliate presidents had for Kirkland's approach 
dissipated. Although Kirkland believed in organizing, he wanted to build 
U.S. labor into a reliable partner of U.S. capital and a supporter of U.S. 
foreign policy, a goal that was entirely consistent with Compers's vision 
of the role of the U.S. union movement. In this regard, he was a true tra
ditionalist. He also focused his attention on the Washington Beltway, cul
tivating relationships with the White House and congressional leaders. 
Three debacles brought home w many in the AFL-CIO the failure of his 
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leadership: the passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement, the 
collapse of Bill Clinton's health-care initiative, and the 1994 congres
sional victories handing control of the House of Representatives to Newt 
Gingrich and the Republicans. With these events, frustration with Kirk
land turned into a mutiny. 
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C H A P T E R  6 

WHAT ' S  LEFT FOR US? 

Elements of the Old Left and the New Left, from :1 variety of traditions, 
participated in the caucus movements of the late T9605 and T9705. With
out the institutional base the Left had enjoyed before the purges of the 
late T9405, it lacked power. But in some unions, the Left was able to 
maintain a presence. In the UAW, with its history of caucuses, some thirty 
or more leftist or left-leaning caucuses functioned in plants throughout 
the United States. At the UAW convenrions in the 19705, Left-influenced 
delegates numbered benveen two hundred and three hundred. In 1977, a 
coalition of pragmatists and leftists was briefly able to slow down the 
concession movement led by the UAW International. Later, many UAW 
members acrive in the caucus movement formed the New Direcrions cau
cus, which challenged the Leadership Administration caucus of the UAW 
with a progressive slate of reforms for the UAW and for the U.S. union 
movement.' Yet the overall reform movement stumbled. 

Contending views emerged within the reconstituted left wing of 
labor about how to assess the depth and scope of the crisis facing the 
union movement. The following sections outline this clash of views. 

UNI ONS CAN NEVER BE REFORMED 

The view that unions were immune to reform became very popular in 
the late 1960s and early 1970S and led to the formation of alternative 
unions and unionlike organizations. In the wake of the experience of the 
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League of Revolutionary Black Workers, the Young Lords Party (a revo
lutionary Puerto Rican organizarion largely based on the East Coast) 
helped form the Health Revolutionary Unity Movement (HRUM).2 This 
group attempted to navigate the ground between being an independent 
union and being an independent, revolutionary workers' organization. 
Similar organizations appeared across the country, such as the Trans
fusion organization (a Boston-area group of radical health-care work
ers) and, in the construction industry, predominantly organizations of 
workers of color, including Harlem Fightback, the Boston-based United 
Community Construction Workers (UCCW), and later the Third World 
Workers Association. 

These organizations were either explicitly left wing or clearly led by 
people on the left. They showed the influence of radicalism in the work
ers' movement and the impact of the freedom movements of people of 
color, and several of them were able to attract significant support 
among workers. UCCW is an interesting case. As Philip Foner noted: 

Leo Fletcher, formerly of the Boston Urban League, convinced the black 
construction workers in the Boston area that they needed a separate 
organization to represent the minority work force in the area. The group 
formed the UCCW and, in a "Black Constrllction Workers Manifesto," 
declared that it did not have faith in the commitment of the established 
union of construction workers or the political power structure "to secure 
and maintain the rights of minority group workers in the Roxbury, Dor
chester, and South End Community, and that this organization will make 
policies and organize to enforce those policies."  The UCCW pledged to 
move against "every contractor that practices racism and discrimination 
against our people and who is depriving llS of our rights as Americans, 
depriving us of economic stability for ourselves and our families."3 

However, these movements or initiatives faced some dilemmas. Given 
the National Labor Relations Act and the codification of exclusive rights 
to collective bargaining to one union at a time, these radical workers' 
organizations could not compete with the existing unions for representa
tion.4 This situation led to a major idemity crisis. The UCCW, and later 
its progeny the Third World Workers Association (TWWA), could not 
determine whether to define itself as a union, though in many respects it 
acted as if it were. Yet the UCCW and TWWA held no collective
bargaining agreements with contractors, and often-along with the 
Harlem Fightback and Black Economic Survival in New York-they 
found themselves at war with the building trades unions and contractors. 
To retain an institutional existence, TWWA formed the Third World Jobs 
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Clearing House, which helped construction workers of color obtain 
employmem. In time, however, a debate emerged as to whether Third 
World Jobs Clearing House should be placing workers in nonunion con
struction or whether it should be more directly confroming the racist 
practices of most of the Boston building trades. 

Groups like HRUM in New York faced another type of dilemma. 
Was HRUM independent of Local T T99 of the National Union of 
Health and Hospital Workers, or was it a rival to it, a radical caucus 
within it, or something else? This identity crisis appears to have inhib
ited the organization's growth and to impede its ability [0 decide how 
and where it should grow. When some workers from the public hospi
tal in Mount Vernon, New York, approached HRUM organizers in the 
early T97os, for example, the organizers seemed paralyzed on how to 
proceed, going so far as to say that the Moum Vernon workers needed 
to meet with them at the HRUM office in the South Bronx before any
thing would be done to help them organize. 

With time, the more radical independent unions or unionlike orga
nizntions dissolved, with mnny of their members becoming active in the 
official union for that sector (if there was a union in that sector). In the 
early T98os, however, a new round of independent unions and quasi
union organizations formed to address the needs of workers from the 
lower strata of the working class. Discussed in detail by Vanessa Tait in 
her excellent book Poor Workers' Unions, these efforts attempted to 
model a sort of trade unionism different from that of the official union 
movemem, albeit less radical than formations like the League of Revo
lutionary Black Workers.s 

The critique of the union as unreformable had a key element that was 
later lost: the question of the purpose of trade unionism and whether 
the trade union could rise above its current practice to play a different 
social role. The debate about the reformability of existing unions lost 
coherence amid the practical difficulties of establishing new organiza
tions. Nevertheless, with the more recent emergence of the workers' 
center movement, this question has come full circle. 

UNI ON  "MISLEADERS" 

Beginning in the early T97os, the critique of U.S. trade unionism began 
to take a new direction, suggesting that the union movement was 
unable to fulfill its historic destiny because of a crop of alleged mislead
ers running the movement. These misleaders, according to the theory, 
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needed to be exposed and ultimately replaced if the unions were to be 
able to reorient themselves to engage the class struggle. Once the mis
leaders were exposed for the bankrupt idiots they were, the workers 
would rally to the cause of militant class-struggle unionism. 

This approach, while often emotionally satisfying, was far toO sim
plistic. Drawing dogmatically on syndicalist and semisyndicalist cri
tiques of organized labor from the early decades of the twentieth 
century, it evaded the question of where these misleaders had come 
from. Had they simply been anoimed or beamed into office? 

The leadership of organized labor reflects, at least in part, a social 
base within the union movement. Though many unions are certainly 
afflicted by corruption and lack of democracy, these elements alone do 
not explain the resilience of a conservative echelon of leaders. Instead, 
we need to look to the nature of the social base and the expectations 
within this base and others in the ranks of organized labor. 

A union, by definition, is a united front. It is not an ideologically con
solidated organization. Virtually all world views are represented within 
its ranks and, except in so-called right-to-work states or in unions 
that participate in agency shop agreements, an employee automatically 
becomes a member of the union after a period of time.6 Unions nor
mally do not require members to attend meetings or to vote in union 
elections. Participation in the activities of the union is voluntary. Mem
bers are generally most active at contract time-when a collective
bargaining agreement is about to expire. 

Thus, a relatively small group can dominate the activities of any 
union, particularly if the group is well organized,? So-called apathy, or 
disengagement, can result in very low voter turnouts for union elec
tions.8 Members who consider the union to be relevant only to a portion 
of their lives or who feel that they have little influence or control are 
likely to allow the leadership clique to rule until and unless its actions 
conflict with the immediate material interests of the average member. 

The "misleaders," then, are not akin to seaweed, floating forever on 
the ocean with no roots. They are more like crabgrass, which is deeply 
rooted and durable. These leaders' roots are not just in one section of 
the base but in the overall culture and practice of the organization. The 
ruling group (hus understands the culture of trade unionism and the 
nuances of collective bargaining. Replacing these leaders is therefore 
not as simple as removing them from office, because the next ruling 
group will emerge from the same day-to-day workplace realities of cap-
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italism and the practice of Gompers-style trade unionism and may not 
differ fundamentally from the one it follows. 

What conclusions can we draw from these realities of union culture? 
In the capitalist workplace, workers compete for limited or declining 
resources. The union forms to address this competition by unifying the 
employer's workforce. With the possibility that nonunion workers will 
replace those represented by the union, unions and union leaders feel pres
sure to defend what they have against any perceived threats. Thinking and 
acting beyond the workplace (or in some cases beyond the industry) call 
for a leap beyond established trade unionism, in which the initiative is 
generally in the hands of the employer. Thus, the union is almost by defi
nition continually on the defensive, responding to the actions of the 
employer rather than planning and carrying out its own course of action. 

I n  turn, the unionism of Gompers and his followers privileged work
ers who were already in unions. For many members and leaders, union 
membership is a source of identity; it encourages them to see themselves 
in opposition to outsiders, or at least to focus on their own struggles 
while giving little attention to those of workers on the outside. Though 
this mind-set is understandable, it sometimes counterposes the interests 
of those already organized to those in the working class who wish to or 
need to be organized. 

The operations of capitalism reproduce the conditions under which 
Gompers-style trade unionism reemerges. Only through an active coun
terprocess can unions resist, if not overcome, the tendencies to embrace 
the Gompers method. 

In the I97os, many of us on the left spoke of "in-office opportunists" 
and "out-of-office opportunists" to distinguish between the people in 
power guarding their privileged position and the people out of power 
wanting to gain such a position. Though the terminology was new, the 
situation was not. And the "in" and "out" distinction did not fully rep
resent the complex power dynamics within unions. For example, a 
reform group can emerge that has no ties to any segment of the ruling 
group (or the aspiring ruling group), bm once in office, it can succumb 
to the force of habit or subtle corruption. This form of corruption is not 
as easy to peg as traditional corruption because it is largely not about 
money in the usual sense, instead stemming from continued adherence 
to the Gompers paradigm. 

Thus, as the following example indicates, union reform can be exceed
ingly difficulr if the reformers focus simply on replacing the leadership 
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and don't look to the overall culture. In 1989, the members of the 
National Postal Mail Handlers Union (hereafter Mail Handlers Union, or 
MHU), an affiliate of the Laborers International Union of North America 
(LIUNA), elected a reform slate. Under the banner "Team for Democ
racy," a young African American leader, Glenn Berrien, became the new 
president. One issue at stake was whether (he MHU should establish 
autonomy, if not separate outright, from L1UNA. In any case, the Team 
for Democracy challenged the alleged corruption of LIUNA. The leaders 
of this new team were actually presidents of Mail Handlers Union locals 
who wished to gain distance from L1UNA. Their reasons were not 
entirely noble, but among them were the desires to gain full control of the 
health insurance plan (the largest at that time in the federal system and 
the source of an enormous amount of revenue); take charge of the con
tract administration system, which would give them greater authority in 
the workplace; and distance themselves from LIUNA, which was reput
edly "mobbed up." In some ways, the situation was reminiscent of En
glish barons' fight with King John in the thirteenth century. Though the 
barons forced the king to sign the Magna Charta, they were not true pro
ponents of democracy. They instead wanted a change in the terms of the 
relationship. So it was for many of the local union leaders who signed 
onto Team for Democracy. 

The MHU's new leadership team had neither a coherent view of 
change nor a clear vision of the union's future. The principal issue was 
the relationship with lIUNA. Berrien was not particularly ideological, 
though he had some good progressive instincts. Nevertheless, he ran 
into several traps, outlined in the following sections, that have also 
tripped up other trade union reform leaders. 

Tradition 

Tradition is simply another way of saying "the way that things 
have been done." For the new leadership of the Mail Handlers Union, 
the most graphic example of adherence to tradition was the contract 
negotiations with the U.S. Postal Service (USPS). The union had never 
launched a member mobilization at contract time, but in T990, the 
new leadership authorized a comprehensive contract campaign: a 
wide-ranging effort to mobilize members and isolate the employer and 
pressure it to agree to a good contract. Contract campaigns normally 
involve, in addition to membership mobilization, the formation of 
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alliances with other unions and community-based organizations. 
This type of activity was completely new to the Mail Handlers Union. 
Although the MHU was and is the smallest of the postal unions, it 
proved to be the most visible and activist in the 1990 round of contract 
negotiations. Nevertheless, resistance to member mobilization was a 
problem in many MHU locals. Berrien, who supported-at least in 
principle-the idea of a contract campaign, was not himself a strong 
enough force to fight for it, let alone insist upon it. Implementation 
was inconsistent, and the leadership faced near-endless sniping by the 
more conservative local union leaders, who would rather spend the 
union's money on preparations for binding arbitration (the method of 
resolving stalled contract negotiations) than on member mobilization 
and activism. 

Tradition also influenced the manner in which funds were spent. For 
example, most unions hold conferences and gatherings at fancy hotels, 
and Berrien did not break from this practice. In line with expectations, 
he sought to entertain the local union leaders and treat them to the life 
to which many of them had become accustomed. One interesting chal
lenge was members' expectation that they would be paid for anything 
they did for the union; the union had no spirit of volunteerism. Mem
bers who attended a training program expected to receive compensa
tion, as did those who participated in a rally. In building the contract 
campaign, the MHU leadership (nationally and locally) was inconsis
tent in its responses to this challenge. Thus, some local unions did not 
participate, either because they could not get volunteers or because they 
would not receive financial compensation for the activities. Such a prac
tice reinforces the notion that the union is separate and apart from the 
struggle of the workers for justice. 

Organizational Resistance to Change 

Resistance to change is the essence of conservatism. The MHU contract 
campaign and the response to it demonstrated rhe hold of rhe historical 
conservative pattern within the union. Embarking on a contract cam
paign, by definition, called for changing the manner in which the union 
operated. Local union leaders were deeply fearful that the contract cam
paign would veer out of their control and therefore outside of their 
comfort zone. In anticipating some of this fear, the leadership offered 
training for contract campaigns at a Presidents' Council meeting (an 
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annual gathering of local union presidents) to familiarize them with the 
process. Anorher common fear was that the MHU would start organiz
ing nonunion workers at subcontracted postal facilities. (During the 
contract campaigns, the union discovered a plan by the USPS to begin 
subcontracting its work.) In response, MHU leaders held discussions 
about the feasibility of organizing nonunion mail-processing facilities. 
The union had never undertaken this type of organizing, and the 
thought of organizing this sector was simply scary. Anxiety ran ram
pant, with local leaders worrying about where the resources for such 
organizing would come from, how much such a program would cost 
and where the funds would come from, whether the Mail Handlers 
Union had the skill to pull off such a campaign, how much time this 
organizing would take, whether the organizing effort would take away 
from other national or local union activities, and what the implications 
were for current MHU members. 

The base also resisted in various ways. The hiring of staff from out
side the union provoked resentment, despite the fact that the Mail Han
dlers Union had no staff familiar with organizing contract campaigns.9 
Postal unions tend to be insular, and employment of outside staff is not 
a common practice. Various worries arose when "outsiders" were 
brought in, including concern about the advisers' lack of familiarity 
with the USPS generally and mail handling in particular, fear that the 
outside staff would take away opportunities from mail handlers, and 
worry that outsiders would gain sway in the union. This unease also 
prevented some members from participating in the comract campaign, 
though it was not the dominant reason. As painful as this resistance 
was, it often hid other issues that had nothing to do with the staff
specifically, a desire for the union to remain in the comfort zone famil
iar to many of its leaders and members. Implicitly, the introduction of 
outsiders spoke to the need for the union to change its ways. Some 
workers and leaders took this action personally. 

Resistance also existed to handling grievances through struggle. 
Members had accustomed themselves to an extremely cumbersome and 
bureaucratic process that led to the expectation at the base that griev
ances would not be handled through struggle but through the "process." 
The bureaucracy had created an echelon and a thinking that mirrored 
that of lawyers rather than that of workplace advocates and organizers. 
In fact, leaders and staff in the MHU often took great pride in their 
grievance-handling ability, dismissing the notion that grievances could 
or should be handled any other way. 
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Entitlement: " H o w  I Am Supposed t o  Be Treated?" 

Handling feelings of entitlement is one of the most significant challenges 
in union reform. Over the years, union leaders and members alike have 
formed an opinion about what a union leader should look like, dress 
like, and act like, and the expectation is that anyone who rises to a lead
ership role occupies a privileged position, In the Mail Handlers Union, 
the president typically received a house and a virtually unlimited expense 
account; he dressed impeccably, could travel almost anywhete with no 
accountability, was entitled to fancy hotel rooms, and had staff avail
able to fill every need and indulge any whim, The list of perks goes on 
from there. Moreover, as in most organizations, a "leadership bub
ble"-a specially cultivated culture and practice-typically formed 
around the MHU leader and key staff members. The purpose of the 
"bubble" in any organization is to keep bad news from the leader, thus 
"protecting" him (or her). Ultimately, the people around the leader keep 
not just bad news from him Or her but also the conveyors of bad news. 
The results ilre disastrous for the union, 

In the Mail Handlers Union, Berrien bought into these expectations 
of privilege and engaged in significant questionable conduct that caused 
him to lose support at the base and ultimately led to his downfall, The 
problem was not his alone, however, Berrien surrounded himself with 
individuals who supported his lifestyle and manner of operating. As the 
situation deteriorated (with the president disappearing for long peri
ods), individuals in Berrien's circle complained and worried but, by and 
large, refused to take action to remedy the problem. Instead, they 
enabled him ro the point of undermining efforts that would have at least 
controlled the damage. Though the MHU is an extreme example of the 
culture of subtle corruption in business unionism and of the challenges 
of changing that culture, other, simpler practices can also perpetuate the 
prevailing culture of conservatism in a union. 

In union reform movements, one pattern emerges time and again: in 
the absence of an ideological framework to place reform in a broader 
context of social transformation, the reformers tend to fall backward,lo 
The MHU experience is a perfect example of this scenario. 

Central to the perpetuation of the culture of subtle corruption and 
conservatism is the seduction of respectability. Working-class people in 
the United States are, by and large, regularly disrespected in their every
day lives. Their views are largely ignored, and they are treated as igno
ramuses, Upon rising through the ranks of the union and reaching the 
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top, they must interact with the employer group in a new way, which 
their earlier status did not allow. They may now be invited to lunch or 
dinner. They may be invited to play golf at a country club to conduct 
"business." They are, in effect, treated as colleagues, now rating 
address by their title or first name, and themselves being able to address 
employers by their first names. 

Many people crave this sort of respectability, even though it is often 
satirized. This sort of respectful treatment confers a form of legitimacy 
in a class society that most working-class people do not receive. The 
prospect of losing this respectability and legitimacy is not only frighten
ing in its own right but also opens up the fallen leader to punishment. 
Even reformers like Berrien are not immune to enjoying the sense of ele
vation in becoming president of the union; not only do they now hold 
an elevated title or have new authority, but their elevation marks the 
beginning of a transition from one class to another. Class tension results 
from the changing position of the individual both in his or her work and 
in his or her relationship to other workers. 

The example of the Mail Handlers Union highlights some of the chal
lenges that confront any reform movement. Though personality issues 
always play a role, the struggle within the Mail Handlers Union was 
about more than defects in Berrien's personality or psychological 
makeup. Removing "misleaders" and replacing them with reformers 
does not necessarily change a situation. 

A platform and long-term strategy for effecting cultural change, ones 
that do not rely on the vision, charisma, or activity of one leader, are 
essential to defeat business unionism and the union traditionalists and 
pragmatists who uphold it. The defeat of business unionism is key co 
the notion of union transformation. But the question we must answer 
next is, transformation to what? 
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C H A P T E R  7 

ORGANIZING TO ORGANIZE 

THE UNORGANI Z E D  

I n  the main, the reform movements that developed in  unions dissipated 
in the late T970S and T980s as a result of internal union repression and 
the restructuring of U.S. corporations, particularly the deconstruction 
of U.S. industrial centers in auto, steel, and related industries. Move
ments that had been largely supported by this industrial base of work
ers, such as the Black Freedom Movement and the Chicano Movement, 
were also weakened. 

As jobs in high-wage manufacturing were downsized, relocated to 
nonunion locations, or shipped overseas and as the U.S. economy shifted 
toward service and low-paying jobs, many leftists were eliminated from 
the industrial workplace. Some thirty years after the McCarthyite purges 
of the Left within the unions in the 1940s, leftists were again being sepa
rated from their industrial base. Many leftists who were college educated 
moved inco the public sector or health-care sector, obtained staff jobs in 
unions or community-based organizations, or retreated to academia. A 
few who were able to stay on their jobs or obtain other union jobs began 
to gravitate toward other local or regional union structures like the AFL
CIO's local adjunct, the cencral labor councils (CLCs). Because the 
Meany and Kirkland administrations lacked the vision to build a union 
movement grounded in local communities, the national AFL-CIO had 
done little to invigorate any of the 602 central labor councils that were 
the base of the AFL-CIO. Until the election of the Sweeney administra
tion in I995, most CLCs had never had direct contact with the national 

59 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 6
0.

ht
tp

:/
/s

it
e.

eb
ra

ry
.c

om
/l

ib
/d

om
in

ic
an

uc
/D

oc
?i

d=
10

34
34

99
&

pp
g=

75

6 0  / THE REVOLUTION WILL NOT BE TELEVISED 

AFL-CIO. Most active CLCs functioned because local unions supported 
theit electoral political efforts, mainly backing local Democratic Parry 
candidates. Less than a dozen consciously sought to link unions with 
vibrant local social movements. I 

This neglect of the central labor councils left an opening for an early 
effort to address the growing crisis of organized labor: Jobs with Justice 
Uwj), which was founded in T987. jwj was an alliance of unions and 
community groups modeled to a great extent on the Boston-based Mas
sachusetts Labor Support Project, which had organized progressive 
labor activities in the early through mid-T98os. Like the Massachusetts 
Labor Support Project, jwj reflected a nontraditional vision of the role 
of labor organizations. As its mission statement indicates, jwj intended 
to speak to issues of workers' rights within the larger context of 
economic and social justice.2 jwj became a means for labor activists to 
connect to struggles outside of the normal parameters of the union 
movement. As such, it became an interesting experiment, serving both as 
a mass organization for individuals who wanted to be active but had 
been blocked by the bureaucracy of their unions and as a means of 
expanding the notion of workers' rights. JwJ also was able to attract 
many younger activists at a time when the bulk of organized labor was 
in the hands of a previous generation. 

Despite the promise of its approach, JwJ received limited support 
within the union movement, with many union leaders viewing it with 
a certain amount of suspicion as a home for radicals. While the Com
munications Workers of America and the Service Employees Interna
tional Union invested time, money, and other resources to help build 
jwJ, the organization was successfully ignored (and in some cases 
"blockaded") by most sections of the labor movement regardless of its 
contributions. 

By the late I980s and early I990S, a critique of organized labor began 
to develop that caught on like wildfire. Known as the organizing model 
and popularized in various publications, including the now-defunct 
Labor Research Review, this critique sought an alternative to the bureau
cratic methods that dominated the trade union movement.] The propo
nents of the model called for developing a new culture within the union 
movement that promoted activism in addressing grievances or other 
forms of workplace injustice. This activism entailed organizing members 
around the issues rather than relying on grievance procedures. As Cornell 
University labor studies professor Richard Hurd and others have pointed 
alit, the organizing model eventually came to define a general behavior or 
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approach that favored organizing and mobilizing (internally and exter
nally) over more passive and legalistic responses to injustice.4 

Yet the organizing model critique of the trade union crisis has a 
weakness that we and many other labor leftists failed to publicly 
acknowledge at the time. Though the model was a step forward for 
reformers, it was based on a superficial (or, at best, partial) diagnosis of 
the larger problems facing the union movement, perhaps because of 
self-censorship by the left wing of the union movement to avoid being 
Red-baited. This problem becomes evident when we examine some of 
the propositions later developed by Service Employees International 
Union that were central to its rationale for splitting with the AFL-CIO. 

Rather than using potentially inflammatory terms like class-struggle 
unionism-and to influence the tactics of liberal-to-progressive labor 
leaders-the proponents of the organizing model suggested that the 
existing movement take significant, though limited, steps to promote 
real change. Thus, reformers began to worship member mobilization 
and activism, certainly a component of a vibrant trade unionism, with
out much discussion of who should do the mobilizing, what the objec
tives should be, and what methods were appropriate. 

Proponents of the organizing model focused, for either tactical or 
ideological reasons, on the symptoms of the larger problem-lack of 
organizing and the corresponding union decline-rather than on the 
problem itself: the existing structure and function of U.S. trade union
ism and its Compers-based ideology, which continues to be pervasive 
even today. 

Although the organizing model suggested that the members take more 
responsibility for resolving the issues they faced, in practice, the organiz
ing model tended to be staff driven. Relying on full-time staff to move 
campaigns rather than promoting self-organization and membership 
activity generally fails to create sustained organizational or institutional 
change. Staff efforts were necessary to break the inertia of the union 
bureaucracy, bur in many cases, the staff became the be-all and end-all of 
organizational change. This approach, at least in part, reflected the inter
nal paralysis and toxic culture of so many unions. To address the depth 
of the problem and to transform members' relationship to the union, 
which was largely not the focus of most union leaders, reformers needed 
a combination of staff organizing, internal education, planning, and 
reorganization. Rarely did they connect these elements, and even when 
they did, they tended to seek quick fixes rather than thoroughgoing 
transformation. 
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Although the organizing model morphed somewhat to cover all 
forms of organizing-for example, by emphasizing that unions must 
organize both internally and externally-proponents soon discovered 
that no immediate correlation existed between internal organizing and 
external growth. This disjuncture prompted two different responses, as 
graphically illustrated in the reform efforts of the Service Employees 
International Union from the late 1980S to 1996. 

The first response was to give priority to external organizing. Though 
most people within SEIU agreed that external organizing had to be at the 
cutting edge, they had different views about how to proceed. The framew 
work that came to dominate the union, particularly after Andrew Stern 
took over in 1996, included the clear commitment of resources from the 
budget (up to 30 percent) for organizing: at the local level; provision for 
each local union to pick an organizing director, plus staff dedicated to 
organizing new workers into the union; and a plan. The Justice for Janiw 
tors (JO) campaign, in which the International Union played a major role, 
had become the prototype for organizing.5 In that campaign, the Internaw 
tional Union mn the organizing program, hired skilled and dedicated 
organizers, and took on high visibility, making shrewd use of the media. 

The other response was one that had little appeal to the SEIU orgaw 
nizing program; "local union transformation" (LUT). Proponents of 
this approach held that the growth of the union movement, including 
but not limited to local unions, required a transformation in the way 
unions did their work. This transformation required a major commit
ment to organizing but also had to include the development of an edu
cational program to serve the growth of the union, the creation of a 
strategic plan, and the training and reorientation of staff and officers co 
meet the needs of a new labor movement. In SEIU, the proponents for 
LUT were largely in the Field Services Department (now dissolved) and 
the Education Department, though some elements of the two organiz
ing departments also supported this thrust. 

The organizing program that the SEIU eventually adopted rested on 
the following assumptions; 

• Local unions must be forced to grow. 

Transformation of a local union, if it needs to happen at all, will 
happen with a quantitative change in the union; with growth will 
come transformation. 

• If local unions do not move to grow, they should be taken over, one 
way or another. 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 6
3.

ht
tp

:/
/s

it
e.

eb
ra

ry
.c

om
/l

ib
/d

om
in

ic
an

uc
/D

oc
?i

d=
10

34
34

99
&

pp
g=

78

ORGANIZING TO ORGANIZE THE UNORGANIZED / 63 

The 19305 demonstrated that the union movement must allocate 
significant resources to organizing if ir is to see substantive change. 

The emphasis of rhe program, which became clear after the change in 
the SEIU's leadership in April T996, was on quantitative results and 
measurements. Leadership development programs and other educa
tional mechanisms that did not have a quantitative outcome were de
emphasized, if nor simply ignored and deconstructed. 

Depending on which of the two approaches they favored, people 
within SERf, and within other sections of the union movement, had 
vastly different views of rhe highly controversial trusteeship of SEIU 
Local 399 in Los Angeles in September 1995.6 Local 399 was a multi
jurisdictional (amalgamated) local that included janitorial, health-care, 
and racetrack workers. It was led by Jim Zellers, a close political ally of 
John Sweeney, and it had been the home local of Sweeney's predecessor 
at SEIU, George Hardy. In the T98os, the janitorial industry changed in 
its fundamentals, not only in Los Angeles but also in many other major 
metropolitan areas. Before this shift, janitors had been employees of a 

building and could retain these positions as a career. In the T98os, the 
building services industry restructured, such that building owners no 
longer employed janitors directly but used contractors who would 
employ rhe janirors. Almosr overnighr, rhe heavily unionized, largely 
African American workforce transformed into a largely nonunion and 
overwhelmingly Latino workforce. The impact of this shift on African 
Americans is a srory in itself, which goes beyond the scope of this book. 

This new situation demanded an entirely different approach to 
unionization. Here, the brilliant and innovative work of SEIU's Stephen 
Lerner (first building services organizing direcror and later building 
services director) and the creation of the Justice for Janitors campaign 
made a remarkable difference. In Los Angeles, Local 399 president Jim 
Zellers essentially came to an arrangement with John Sweeney giving 
the International organization a role in moving the JfJ campaign into 
and through the local union. The campaign was highly successful in 
organizing new workers and winning back a market that had, for all 
inrents and purposes, been lost to unionization. 

After a period of highly successful organizing, some of which is 
dramatized in Ken Loach's commercial film Bread and Roses (2000), 
problems began to occur. Zellers, though at first appearance a mild
mannered, easy-to-get-along-with leader, was in fact cur from the old 
school. He was prepared to cooperate with Sweeney, but he was not 
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prepared ro make many fundamental changes in his local. Thus, JfJ 
became something of an ourpost within Local 399; relations with the 
rest of the local became complicated (to the point that some people felt 
that Local 399 had actually split into two locals with different attitudes, 
cultures, and composition). 

A second problem was that with the success of organizing, a 
"reform" group, the "Reformistas," emerged in the building service 
(janitorial) division of Local 399 and allied with another reform group 
coming out of the health-care division. The alliance put together a slate 
to run for executive board positions (but the reformers chose not to run 
anyone against Zellers himself) in the T995 elections. 

Much of what passes for a history of Local 399 and the crisis of the 
summer of T995 is actually myth. For example, though many leftists and 
progressives have portrayed the merged reform group (technically 
known as the Multi-Racial Alliance though known collectively as the 
Reformisras) that ultimately swept the executive board as righteous 
rebels fighting against corruption and the old guard, the truth is far more 
complicated. Ironically, many of the workers organized by JfJ wanted 
Local 399 to put fewer resources into new organizing and more resources 
into servicing the new and existing members of the local. This position 
seemed almost counterintuitive given that these workers were the bene
ficiaries of the JfJ organizing campaign. In addition, members of the 
Reformistas had a broad spectrum of views about the future of the loca I, 
ranging from positioning for staff jobs within the local union for certain 
individuals to those who truly wished ro transform the local. 

In either case, Zellers, who was reelected without opposition, was furi
ous about the Reformistas' sweep of the board, which he saw as a humil
iating loss. The Reformistas, for their part, wanted ro use their win ro 
bring about changes in the local, including changes in staff. Zellers 
refused to go along with this program, arguing that the constirution of the 
local gave him the power to hire and fire staff. Thus, a stalemate ensued. 

Panic quickly spread throughout the International Union, with the 
Building Service division concerned that the Reformistas would do some
thing, either directly or indirectly, that would undermine the collective
bargaining agreements the union had won in los Angeles. The 
Reformistas indirectly contacted SEfU headquarters in Washington, D.C., 
to indicate that they had no issue with the International leaders and were 
open {Q talking. John Sweeney, still president of SHU at the time (though 
running for the presidency of the AFL-CIO), was open to discussions and 
refused some advisers' suggestion that he immediately move in and put the 
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local into trusteeship. As a result, a staff person and an SEIU local union 
leader, with the agreement of Jim Zellers, began negotiations to tesolve the 
crisis. The first round of negotiations broke down, largely because the 
Reformisms, after coming close to an agreement, decided at the last minute 
to up the ante. Every appeal to them to reconsider their regressive bargain
ing failed. A second round of negotiations took place with a different SEIU 
local union leader and with more direct discussions with Zellers and the 
Reformisras? By this point, Zellers wanted the International to take over 
Local 399, and he made no moves to compromise. The Reformistas, 
although they knew that failure to compromise would mean a trusteeship, 
refused any effort to come to an agreement. Ultimately, the International 
leadership put the local into trusteeship and eventually broke it up. 

The larger problem facing Local 399 was that it was stuck in an old 
model of organization and led by a local union leader who was willing 
to change only enough to ensure that he remained in office. Zellers had 
little appreciation of the value of building Local 399 into a major politi
cal force in Los Angeles, particularly given the expanding Latino com
munity. Organizing new workers into Local 399 presented a challenge, 
not only because it forced a rethinking of the union itself but also 
because, as became clear, organizing was not enough. Paradoxically, new 
members entering the union under the most militant of circumstances 
were nonetheless prepared to insist upon an old model of servicing!8 

For some in the International-and this view came to dominate after 
Andrew Stern assumed office-change can come about only by blowing 
up a situation. The idea is rooted in a theory of corporate change that 
found favor with many within SHU around 1 9 9 5 .  A prominent article 
in the Harvard Business Review on the question of organizational 
change made its rounds within SEIU, with recommendations for how a 
CEO should handle problems of change.9 One of the article's key points 
is that change is easiest to pull off during a crisis. It then suggests that if 
no crisis exists, the CEO should create one. 

This Harvard Business Review article, along with a certain semi
anarchist tradition within a section of SEIU, combined to suggest the 
theory that the way to engender change was to create a crisis.lO In the 
context of SEIU, a crisis could range from making an overly provocative 
stmement in a debate ro squeezing a situation until it explodes. Once 
the crisis is unleashed, according CO this theory, the job of the national 
or International union (in this case, SEIU) is to pick up the pieces and 
rebuild the structure in the image that the national or international 
leaders deem appropriate. These actions should serve the interest of the 
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members-at least so went the theory. In Local 399, for instance, the 
view was that an attempt to conduct transformative work with the local 
would be futile because ( T )  Zellers would not permit it, and (2) one 
should let things blow up and then pick up the pieces. 

The first argument has a great deal of merit. Zellers was not interested 
in transforming the local, though we can't know whether his political 
ally Sweeney might have been able to compel him to make certain major 
concessions. But more important, the failure to link the organizing effort 
with an innovative educational and representational program that was 
itself transformational seemed to place organizing and representation at 
odds.11 It also took the future of the local, at least for a while, out of the 
hands of the members.12 Certainly, the union had other alternatives. In 
Washington, D.C., for instance, SHU established a temporary "organiz
ing local union" specifically because the local union in place was unwill
ing to do what needed to be done. And the leadership let ethnic tensions 
simmer without resolution. The organizing local rook charge of organiz
ing the new workforce, and only later did the organizing local and the 
established one merge. A similar approach would have been possible in 
Los Angeles in light of Zellers's attitude and practice. 

The danger in "blowing up" the local, for lack of a better term, is that 
one cannot predict what will be left after the explosion and what unin
tended consequences might ensue. In the case of Local 399. a major eth
nic clash could well have erupted between African Americans and 
Latinos, for example, 13 There could also have been a major decertifica
tion out of protest. If, however, the leadership had identified the local as 
a transformative project, it could have spurred creative thinking about 
organizing, representation, local electoral politics, education, and plan
ning as a package. It could have stimulated reform by asking key ques
tions: ( I )  What is Local 399'S goal? (2) How can Local 399 build political 
and economic power for its members? (3)  How can members become 
subjects in their own future rather than objects of manipulation? Implicit 
in this approach is the idea that the members must be won over to recon
structing their own union and be active participants in the change process 
rather than recipients of someone else's work, even if that work is con
ducted on their behalf. 

The difference in these approaches within SEIU was symptomatic of a 
far deeper problem that became apparent after John Sweeney left the 
union and became president of the AFL-CIO: How should we understand 
the lessons of the labor movement's periods of growth, including and 
especially the 1930S, and what sort of movement do we want to (re)build? 
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C H A P T E R  8 

T H E  NEW VOICE COALITION 

TAKES O F FICE 

1 9 9 5  A N D  T H E  SWEENEY COALITION 

The T994 Republican congressional viccories were the final straw for 
many of the affiliate presidents within the AFL-CIO. Had the Cold War 
not ended a few years earlier, the affiliates' frustration might not have 
resulred in an insurgency. Nevertheless, the AFL-CIO showed no indica
tion that it was prepared to face the realities of the deteriorating politi
cal and economic situation for organized labor and to project a new 
message, let alone a new practice. 

Amid this frustration, a demand for change arose from various affili
ates. SEIU presidem John Sweeney emerged as the leader and chief 
spokesperson for this initiative. Many people have described the I995 

Sweeney challenge as a "palace coup." We think this notion is inaccurate 
and unhelpful. A palace coup is normally a challenge from the inside that 
attempts to address an impending crisis before a popular mass move
ment does.l Thus, it aims to prevent more widespread change than the 
coup's perpetrators are prepared to accept. It mayor may not represent 
a significant departure from the regime that preceded it. 

The events of I99 5 did not conform to this model, though a struggle 
was indeed taking place within the bureaucracy of organized labor. 
Though segments of the base were agitating for change, no coherent, 
organized movement existed independent of the AFL-CIO leadership to 
press for change. Certainly, critics were suggesting alternative paths, but 

6. 
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the AFL-CIO was not on the verge of being swept away by the Left. 
Thus, we prefer to define the Sweeney effort as a reform movement that 
had sincere objectives for change within the existing paradigm of U.S. 
trade unionism. The Sweeney challenge was not a revolution, but nei
ther was it a simple replacement of one bureaucrat with another. 

T H E  N E W  VOICE SLATE 

The election of rhe New Voice slate (John Sweeney, the UMWA's 
Richard Trumka, and Linda Chavez-Thompson of the American Feder
ation of State, County, and Municipal Employees) to leadership of the 
AFL-CIO in October 1995 created hope. Union activists all over the 
world hoped that the U.S. union movement would re-create itself and 
become a vehicle for social justice. And the U.S. union movement did 
change, a little. Though the New Voice agenda has remained clearly 
within the traditions of Gompers's "pure and simple unionism," it has 
prompted the AFL-CIO to give issues like race and gender more visibil
ity, change its stance on immigrant workers, and take positions oppos
ing some aspects of U.S. foreign policy. 

However, the New Voice slate never clearly established a few key 
understandings. First, what role should the AFL-CIO play in organizing 
and bargaining? Although the New Voice slate emphasized the need for 
a new approach to organizing and political action, it was not clear what 
the affiliates would allow the AFL-C10 as an institution to undertake 
once the new leadership team was in office. Second, what role should the 
officers of the AFL-CIO play, and how should they lead? It became clear 
that the leaders had very different visions of what it meant to be second 
and third to John Sweeney, including questions about these officers' 
proper role in the day-to-day operations of the AFL-CIO. Third, how 
should the AFL-CIO and its staff interact with the affiliates? Answering 
these questions was critical in determining the affiliates' expectations 
and their attitude. 

Despite high expectations of the New Voice slate by union leaders and 
activists, support was uneven from the beginning. On the positive side, 
former AFL-C10 secretary-treasurer (and briefly president) Thomas Don
ahue's supporters adopted a rather cooperative, or at least neutral, atti
tude toward Sweeney. Douglas McCarron, the newly elected president of 
the Carpenters Union, was a noticeable exception to this attitude. 
McCarron had swiftly begun his own restructuring of the Carpenters 
Union and wanted very little to do with the AFL-CIO. To his credit, he 
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made clear from the beginning that he wanted a minimalist AFL-CIO that 
stayed out of his way. He wanted the AFL-CIO to limit its activities to 
politics and organizing, thereby further narrowing the scope of the union 
movement. This position may sound familiar to those who watched 
events unfold during the 2005 AFL-CIO Convention and remember the 
proposals of Change to Win to scale back the AFL-CIO. 

Also on the positive side, the Sweeney administracion made signifi
cant advances in the political realm. Sweeney brought on Steve Rosen
thal as the political director. Originally from the Communications 
Workers of America, Rosenthal is both an excellent campaigner and 
something of a bull in a china shop. Never one to receive an award for 
diplomacy, Rosenthal nevertheless oversaw the reorganization of the 
AFL-CIO's political operacion and its relationships with the political 
operations of the affiliates. Sweeney received high marks for this work. 

On a lesser scale, Sweeney gained the support of the Executive Coun
cil in creating a member-focused economics education program. "Com
mon Sense Economics," created by the affiliates, allies, and the AFL-CIO 
Education Department, was conceived as a means of speaking with the 
members about capitalism, class, and ultimately, the importance of new 
organizing and new trade unionism. Piloted in T997, it received rave 
reviews; since then, however, insufficient usage and engagement by the 
affiliates and the national AFL-CIO have undermined the achievement of 
the original objectives.2 

Like pragmatist leaders of the past, John Sweeney also invited panic
ipation by leftists, and they played a role in his victory and several of the 
New Voice programs. As a result of the purges of the Left in the 1940S 
and T950S and the errors of the organizational Left, leftists have few 
institutional bases in the U.S. union movement. Thus, both old leftists, 
active from before the founding of the AFL-CIO, and new leftists, rooted 
in the union movement and active primarily in local unions and central 
labor councils, participated.3 Leftists helped develop and direct major 
organizing campaigns and contract battles; assisted in developing educa
tion programs like the Common Sense Economics program, which pro
vided economic reasons for organizing and engaging in political action 
via a dialogue about capitalism; helped formulate the Union Cities, 
Workers Voice, and New Alliance programs, which aimed at reorganiz
ing the central labor councils and state federations of labor; and acted as 
the ground troops in moving the immigrant question forward, laying the 
foundation for the historic change in the AFL-CIO's position on immi
gration and immigrants. In coalition with other antiwar activists in 
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unions and with no involvement by the Sweeney administration, the left
wing labor activists also helped create U.S. Labor Against the War 
(USLAW), which was pivotal in moving the AFL-CIO to adopt a posi
tion opposing the war in Iraq. 

Sweeney introduced other important changes in the AFL-CIO, 
including the establishment of a Working Women's Department led by 
"9-to-5" founder Karen Nussbaum, and, noted throughout much of the 
world, moved to end the Cold War trade unionism for which the AFL
CIO was notorious. In fact, in international affairs, the AFL-CIO began 
a process of building or rebuilding relacionships with labor movements 
with which it had either had no relationship or that it had attempted to 
destroy in the past.4 

The AFL-CIO's Union Cities program provided a window of op
portunity for local union movements to revitalize their alliances with 
prounion social movements and to create political agendas that improved 
the quality of life for all workers.s Most of all, the New Voice slate 
promised to focus on organizing the unorganized. Only 1 3 1  of 602 
lnbor councils signed on to Union Cities, and very few of these made the 
transition to a "union city." The best labor councils created local labor 
movements by developing strategic political community alliances, 
which in turn created more favorable conditions for organizing. 

The new leadership coalition ran into difficulties, however, during 
the first three years of Sweeney's administration. Immediately upon 
assuming office-in fact, before the end of the October T995 AFL-CIO 
Convention-Sweeney had to deal with a campaign at A. E. Staley Man
ufacturing Co. and a nearly three-year-Iong management lockout of the 
workers. Workers at the Decatur, Illinois, facility had been embroiled in 
an intense contract struggle over the company's insistence on twelve
hour rotating shifts every six days. Management resorted to a lockout, 
and the workers, represented by Local 7837 of the United Paperworkers 
International Union, attempted to nationalize the struggle. The drama 
intensified when one of the local's bargaining committeemen, Dan Lane, 
began a hunger strike to raise awareness of the struggle at Staley within 
the union movement's top leadership. Lane addressed the T995 AFL
CIO Convention in an emotional oration. 

The Staley workers attending the AFL-CIO Convemion were greeted 
as heroes, and enthusiasm grew for making the Staley issue a cause cele
bre of the union movement. Newly elected AFL-CIO president John 
Sweeney announced he had "promised Dan that a special 12-member 
AFL-CIO task force would begin meeting immediately to form and 
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carry out strategies aimed at escalating our Pepsi campaign and ending 
our more than three-year dispute with Staley/T ate & Lyle."6 

The convention discussions of the Staley situation led Jerry Tucker, 
the former regional director of the United Auto Workers, to propose a 
"strategically organized mobilization to convince Pepsi-Cola, a primary 
Staley customer, not to renew its corn syrup supplier contract . . .  with 
Staley for T996."7 Tucker, who had been working with the union, devel
oped a vision of a national-level campaign that went beyond the scope 
of actions at the time. 

Despite attendees' enthusiasm for the Staley workers' cause and the 
commitments they made at the convention, the leadership established 
no national task force and offered no reason publicly for failing to do 
so. Ultimately, the Staley workers were forced to capitulate. Speculation 
abounded that the United Paper workers president, Wayne Glenn, may 
have had something to do with the AFL-CIO's failure to act; he seemed 
to take a different approach to the Staley struggle, which excluded the 
notion of launching a national, multiunion, and community-based cam
paign to pressure Pepsi. This stalemate signaled a deep problem that has 
haunted the AFL-CIO and still haunts both the AFL-CIO and the 
Change to Win Federation: no one knows what the actual authority of 
a national labor center should be. Sweeney was probably sincere in 
making his commitment to the Staley workers, but opposition from the 
national/international union representing those workers placed the 
mandate of the AFL-CIO in question. The New Voice leaders did not 
discuss this problem publicly or take it to the affiliates as a fundamen
tal strategic and structural challenge for a national labor movement. 

Additional difficulties plagued the Sweeney administration. Three 
major Sweeney supporters-the United Auto Workers, the United 
Steelworkers, and the Machinists Union-had announced in I995 a his
toric plan to merge and form a metalworkers union. This plan was highly 
symbolic of the sort of change that Sweeney wanted to see take place
namely, a greater concentration on industry-based organizing and 
initiative. Nevertheless, in I997, Machinists Union president George 
Kourpias stepped down and was replaced by Thomas Buffenbarger, who 
was cut from different political cloth. Buffenbarger's political leaning was 
hard to pin down, and he saw himself as a maverick. In any case, Sweeney 
lost a key ally in Kourpias, and ultimately the plans for the merger were 
shelved. Why this project fell apart has been a source of speculation for 
years. Whether the failure was because of the reported unwillingness of 
certain unions to reveal their membership numbers or the desire of certain 
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leaders to remain in office has not been confirmed. Clearly, however, since 
the collapse of the merger talks, none of the three unions has been able to 
develop a winning strategy for organizing metalworkers--on a large 
scale-in the United States. This failure is a serious blow to U.S. labor.s 

Also in I997, the AFL-CIO mobilized major support for the United 
Farm Workers' effon to organize strawberry workers. The AFL-CIO's 
Department of Field Mobilization viewed the strawberry campaign as 
the coming-our pany for the New Voice. Modeling a nationwide cam
paign after the "Great Grape Boycott" of the T960s, the AFL-CIO suc
ceeded in pressuring grocery chains across the country to support the 
working standards established by the UFW for strawberry workers. 
These grocery chains, which included Kroeger, Safeway, and Lucky, 
pledged not to purchase strawberries from growers that violated the 
standards. The AFL-CIO devoted considerable staff to the effort
including Arlene Holt-Baker, then executive assistant to the executive 
vice president, and staff from the Organizing Depanment-because the 
Sweeney administration saw it as an opportunity to demonstrate the 
commitment of the new AFL-CIO to organizing, particularly to orga
nizing lower-sector workers. Holt-Baker rook a delegation of affiliate 
presidents to Watsonville, California, immediately before an AFL-CIO 
Executive Council meeting to observe the conditions faced by the work
ers. This visit helped build support for a massive march and rally of 
thirty thousand people in Watsonville later that year. 

Despite enthusiasm, this effort unraveled. Why? The primary prob
lem was one of strategy. The initial strategy emphasized the boycott 
potential and organizing opponunities at the shipping points, or "cool
ers." The UFW also believed that evoking the name of Cesar Chavez 
would rally workers. However, the workers were organized in large 
part by the growers, in hometown groupings of smaller units of produc
tion. Each grower typically hired people from a particular location in 
Mexico, establishing a field boss from that area who then hired selected 
people or families from his hometown.9 With the emergence of an inde
pendent union that intervened in (he "recognition election," (he impor
tance of these hometown groups became clear, as they controlled the 
nodes of communication among the workers. Initially, the UFW was 
not able to influence opinion effectively in the fields. The tactic of 
announcing that the UFW was the union of Cesar Chavez had little 
impact on these groups of immigrant workers, who thought the refer
ence was to a famous Mexican boxer named Cesar Julio Chavez. Also 
contributing to the initial defeat was the diminished internal capacity of 
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the UFW, which was a shadow of what it had been in the 1970s. The 
union's infrastructure was weak, and it desperately needed assistance 
from outside. Yet [he legacy of [he Cesar Chavez purges of the T970s, 
when Chavez eliminated many of his left-leaning supporters, leaders, 
and staff, including numerous veteranos who had led previous UFW 
campaigns, haunted the UFW even in the late 1990S. This legacy was a 
deep problem. lo 

Another problem was the long-term commitment necessary to orga
nize the strawberry workers. Uncertainty existed about the commit
ment of [he AFL-C10 to such an effort, not to mention about whether 
affiliates would devote any of their own resources to assist the UFW in 
a campaign that was essentially a major rebuilding effort. 

In addition, throughout this entire period of the late T990S, the farm
workers' cause did not gel as a social movement. The UFW hit the 
national and international stage in the 1960s under the charismatic lead
ership of Cesar Chavez, who made the cause of the farmworker the 
cause of all who believed in social justice. The farmworker movement 
became an expression of the Chicano national movement and secondar
ily of the Filipino movement, as well as an expression of a form of union
ism committed to a broader sense of social justice. The UFW sought 
allies for the farmworkers everywhere in [he late T960S and early T970s. 
Boycott committees enlisted younger and older activists committed to 
social and economic justice. In T997, however, this sense of commitment 
to a larger cause, and even this sort of strategic orientation, was missing. 
The union positioned the strawberry workers' struggle as a large-scale 
organizing campaign rather than as a front in the struggle for social jus
tice. Over a matter of months, the nationwide movement to unionize 
strawberry workers seemed to disintegrate, though the UFW had limited 
success in the strawberry fields later. 

The year 1997 also marked the implosion of the Ron Carey adminis
tration in the Teamsters Union. Carey had been a close ally of Sweeney's, 
and, regardless of the problems in his administration, he had served as 
a beacon for union reform efforts. The manner in which the Carey 
administration collapsed, with a scandal implicating several of his 
subordinates in redirecting union money into his reelection campaign, 
was a major blow to labor progressives. It also came on the heels of 
the Teamsters' outstanding campaign and strike against United Parcel 
Service and in many ways neutralized the positive impact of this 
effort. The Teamsters had turned that contract batrle into a battle for 
full-time work. As such, it garnered widespread suppOrt outside the 
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union movement. The Carey implosion took the wind from the sails of 
that effort. 

Yet another problem with the New Voice's reign was the affiliates' 
perception that Sweeney was running the AFL-CIO as if it were a union 
rather than a federation of unions. Despite clear, public rhetoric about 
the fact that the AFL-CIO was a federation, the staff's management 
practices, as well as its way of interacting with the affiliates, led co 
major tension between the AFL-CIO and the affiliates. Many of the 
affiliaced unions believed that everything was staff driven and scripted. 
Thus, little genuine discussion could take place at the Executive Coun
cil; most discussions took place in informal settings. Truth be told, this 
scenario was standard operating procedure for most of the union move
ment, but the practice nevertheless rankled the affiliate leaders who 
were not running the show. 

When the Sweeney administration took office in I995, even people in 
his camp did not agree about the nature of the mandate they had received 
for a new AFL-CIO. Though the administration did institute a program, 
it Incked consensus on the role of and expectations for a national labor 
center. This topic should have been a priority in the first series of discus
sions with affiliate leaders-collectively-in late T995 and early T996. 
Instead, discussions were largely one-on-one. Although the new team 
undoubtedly had a sincere interest in gaining the opinion of the affiliate 
leaders, its approach did not draw on the ability to solve problems collec
tively. Thus, the affiliates themselves had no clear consensus about what 
they wanted, a fact that contributed to major tensions. 

Internal and external pressures came to a head in a bizarre incident at 
the end of organizing director Richard Bensinger'S tenure with the AFL
CIO. Bensinger, formerly with the AFL-CIO's Organizing Institute (and 
originally from the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union 
fone of the predecessors of UNITE HERE!l), had been in charge of the 
newly formed Organizing Department of the AFL-CIO. A creative and 
outspoken rebel, Bensinger was deeply committed to moving the union 
movement into organizing mode. He was not above calling situations as 
he saw them, and he spoke his mind regularly, both inside and outside 
the organization. However, Bensinger had a reputation as a poor man
ager of his department, and he himself acknowledged the problem. He 
was more interested in the work of the department than in its manage
ment. In addition, he made little effort to strengthen his relationships 
with many other departments within the AFL-CIO. Over time, these two 
problems combined, leading the president's office to propose that he 
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assume rhe role of assistanr ro rhe president for organizing. The rheory, 
ar leasr, was that Bensinger, as a charismaric figure, would be in charge 
of the broader campaign ro win back rhe righr of workers ro join or 
organize unions (eventually known as the Voice @ Work Campaign). In 
his place would be an organizing director who was a berrer manager and 
would be able ro work more closely with orher deparrmems. 

Bensinger rejecred this proposal, seeing it as a promotion out of the 
organization-a transition to elimination-and decided to leave. Once 
word got out that Bensinger was no longer organizing director, a battle 
ensued over how to spin the story of his departure. Some people 
assumed that Bensinger had alienated affiliate presidents and had there
fore been bounced. I I  Bensinger probably did alienate several affiliate 
presidents, but he was actually caught in a much larger problem. 

Bensinger, on behalf of Sweeney, had been prodding the affiliates to 
step up their organizing efforts. In addition, he had been advancing pro
posals, such as the notion of carrying our geographic organizing via 
central labor councils.l1 The geographic-organizing proposal and the 
fairly hostile response it received from the national affiliates (though 
local unions tended to support the idea) were signs of the larger prob
lem of defining the role of the AFL-CIO in organizing. Ironically, some 
of the unions that eventually formed the Change to Win Federation, 
who currently insist on a greater AFL-CIO commitment to organizing, 
were vocally opposed to expanding the AFL-CIO's role in organizing 
efforts, such as its role in Bensinger'S proposal. In fact, at the organizing 
directors' meeting at the AFL-CIO Executive Council meeting in Febru
ary 1998, shortly before the end of his tenure, Bensinger encountered 
great resistance to his proposal from some of his key affiliate allies. 

By 1998, the reform effort seemed to be running out of steam. 
Sweeney did not replicate the exciting first months of his tenure when 
the AFL-CIO championed its America Needs a Raise campaign (com
plete with a book by Sweeney) to address the declining living standard 
of U.S. workers. Instead, Sweeney fell back into his consensus-building 
mode, a style with which he seemed most comfortable. And he missed 
important opportunities. 

On the political front, the Sweeney administration was reluctant to 
do anything potentially embarrassing to the Clinton administration. 
For example, it had a mild response to the T996 repeal of welfare and 
the establishment of Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), 
Clinton's "end of welfare as we know it," which have had a devastating 
impact on the working poor. Much of the impact of these measures was 
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hidden at first, both because of the time delay in cutting off funds for 
recipients and because of the better economic conditions during the dot
com boom through roughly 2.000 and 2.001". But despite protests by 
community-based organizations and organizations of welfare recipi
ents, the AFL-CIO did next to nothing in response to this attack on one 
of the poorest sections of the working class. Though the AFL-CIO 
issued a press statement expressing its disagreement with President 
Clinton, the leadership made no attempt to explain to union members 
the potential impact of welfare repeal on welfare recipients and on 
members of unions (including the introduction of TANF workers into 
the workplace who would not be covered by collective-bargaining 
agreements). The AFL-CIO leadership never explained its silence, 
except for vague statements that [he federation had never received feed
back from welfare rights organizations about how to respond. 

Why the AFL-CIO would need to wait for the welfare rights organi
zations (and other poor people's organizations) to address the repeal of 
welfare is of course unclear. Compelling welfare recipients (now TANF 
recipients) to accept often-unsuitable working situations would have a 
direct material impact on union members. Leaving aside the fact that 
welfare recipients should be considered part of a class-based labor 
movement, TANF recipients were often placed into work situations 
next to workers from the formal workforce, including bm not limited to 
union members. This practice had an impact on job conditions as well 
as on worker-to-worker relations. 

The only reasonable conclusion is that, as in the earlier national 
health-care reform debate, the AFL-CIO had a deep fear of embarrass
ing the Clinton administration. The view of the leadership of most of 
the union movement, including officers within the AFL-CIO, was that 
Clinton was a friend of "working families" (a term that has come to 
replace "the working class" and "working people" in the lingo of many 
union leaders). The repeal of welfare was a de facto Republican initia
tive and should have been attacked for what it represented. Instead, the 
AFL-CIO took a pass. 

The "Battle of Seattle"-the demonstrations against the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) in November T999-was yet another example of 
The AFL-CIO's ambivalence about crossing President Clinton. Inside the 
AFL-CIO, the organization was slowly gearing up to support the 
demonstrations. Joe Uehlein, formerly of the Industrial Union Depart� 
ment and then part of the Field Mobilization Department, was charged 
with overseeing AFL-CIO preparations. This support was, on the one 
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hand, historic because it signaled that the AFL-CIO was willing to ally, 
even tactically, with sections of the global justice movement.13 On the 
other hand, many within the organization greeted the prospect of work
ing with sections of the global justice movement with reluctance border
ing on embarrassment. Tensions came to a head in the fall of I999, 

shortly before the demonstrations. Two different approaches toward the 
WTO were at work. The bulk of the global justice movement was unit
ing around the notion that the WTO was a menace that needed to "sink 
or shrink" (be eliminated or drastically reduce its jurisdiction).  In con
trast, the AFL-CIO, in keeping with its alliance with the Clinton admin
istration, took the position that the WTO could and should be reformed. 
To paraphrase the words of a top staff person, a need existed to regulate 
trade, so how could the AFL-CIO call for the outright elimination of the 
WTO? This point of view, which was the dominant one in the AFL-CIO, 
nevertheless created controversy. The AFL-CIO leadership essentially 
ended the debate by fiat rather than pursue consensus. Affiliates' atti
tudes remained ambiguous, influenced by contending views on trade, the 
positions of allies, and attitudes toward the Clinton administmtion.14 

Missing from this internal decision making was an analysis that 
would promote a clearer and more accurate understanding of the WTO 
as an organization. IS To the demonstrators and many other advocates of 
social justice, the WTO is more than a regulatory body; it is a major 
player in a process seeking to reorganize global capitalism. It has not 
been a neutral or democratic body in any respect, instead advancing 
policies and programs that have undermined national sovereignty and 
forced countries to take economic paths that are largely to the advantage 
of the Global North. In that sense, the WTO is poison to many people. 

The AFL-CIO kept tensions under wraps, however, and along with 
many affiliates, participated in the so-called Battle of Seattle. The AFL
CIO-Ied demonstrations paralleled and sometimes overlapped those of 
the broader global justice movement. For many people, the interaction 
of organized labor with the global justice movement was a historic 
advance. The frequent references to "turdes and Teamsters" working 
together signified hope that a progressive bloc was developing around 
issues of global trade (and perhaps even globalization).  Certain affili
ates, such as the United Steelworkers, played a major role in the mobi
lization, in part to dramatize the impact of neoliberal globalization on 
their industries. The results, however, were far more mixed than the 
rhetoric suggested. While some top staff people within the AFL-CIO 
lauded this initiative, others were deeply fearful that organized labor 
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had somehow been tainted by the alleged anarchy of the global justice 
movement. This latter interpretation later played itself out in the inabil
ity of organized labor and global justice groups [0 engage in significant 
joint initiatives targeting the International Monetary Fund and World 
Bank. It also lay behind a politically reactionary effort to label China 
the source of U.S. workers' problems. Such campaigns are classic exam
ples of moving one step forward, two steps back. 

Yet even if the top officers and staff of the AFL-CIO had accepted a 
global justice analysis, acting upon it would have raised significant 
questions about the relationship of the AFL-CIO to President Clinton 
and the Democratic Party. The AFL-CIO did not want to do anything CO 

undermine President Clinton at a point when the political Right had 
him in their sights, especially when the Monica Lewinsky sex scandal 
came to light and the political Right rook it up as a weapon against 
Clinton. This caution became a reason, some would say excuse, for the 
failure of the AFL-CIO to offer badly needed criticisms of the economic 
policies of the administration. 

Another example of this ambivalence was the AFL-CIO's response to 
Clinton's so-called race initiative of 1997, which aimed to launch a 
national dialogue on race. The president appointed the National Com
mission on Race, chaired by the distinguished historian John Hope 
Franklin, which included the AFL-CIO's executive vice president, Linda 
Chavez-Thompson. A great deal of fanfare surrounded the creation of 
this commission, and an equal amount of fanfare [Oak place within the 
AFL-CIO. The AFL-CIO held a major staff meeting [0 discuss the Race 
Commission and distributed some statistics on the continued racial dif
ferential in the United States. Yet nothing of substance happened. The 
creation of this commission overlapped the beginnings of the Monica 
Lewinsky scandal, thus undermining Clinton's moral authority. Even in 
the absence of the scandal, however, it is far from clear what the com
mission could have accomplished. In any case, the AFL-CIO took no 
initiative to support the Race Commission. Here was an opportunity to 
take the lead in a national discussion of race and racism-a step that 
would have had special impact coming from organized labor-yet noth
ing happened. Excuses about lack of available staff seemed superficial. 
Indeed, the organization allocated few resources to the initiative, despite 
general excitement about Chavez-Thompson's appointment. However, 
no agreement existed within the AFL-CIO on the role of such a commis
sion and how the AFL-CIO could use it to advance working people's 
interests. Instead of waiting for the Clinton commission to act, the AFL-
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CIO could have held hearings around the United States in union halls 
and in community centers to look at issues of race facing the working 
class (for example, job discrimination, immigration, housing discrimi
nation, and inadequate health care). 16 No such events occurred. The 
failure to take advantage of this situation was actually compounded 
some years later in the buildup to the 2001 United Nations World Con
ference Against Racism in Durban, South Africa. The AFL-CiO played 
a minimal role, sending over a small delegation led by William Lucy, 
secretary-treasurer of the American Federation of State, County, and 
Municipal Employees and president of the Coalition of Black Trade 
Unionists, but in no way did the leadership attempt to integrate the 
work of this conference into the work of the AFL-CIO. Nor did it make 
much attempt to trumpet the significance of this conference to the affil
iates of the AFL-CIO.17 

The 2000 elections and the Gore campaign created another strategic 
quandary for the Sweeney administration in its relations with the Demo
cratic Party. When, the day after the election, no clear winner had yet 
emerged, the AFL-CIO sent staff to Florida on an ambiguous mission. 
Staff went into the flash-point voting districts and awaited orders. Arlene 
Holt-Baker, assistant to the president of the AFL-CiO and one of the best 
campaign directors within the organization, was sent in to coordinate 
the operation. However, no instructions were forthcoming about what 
people were to do. The operation deployed a huge number of staff mem
bers, largely to collect affidavits from people alleging voter fraud, prob
lems with machines, and other restrictions on their right to vote. 
Meanwhile, spontaneous demonstrations were taking place in various 
parts of Florida against Republican tactics to suppress voters. However, 
the AFL-CIO staff had instructions not to encourage demonstrations. 
The staff found itself awaiting a signal that, apparently, would have to 
come from the Gore campaign. No signal appeared. Thus, while the pro
Bush forces were inciting their supporters to demonstrate (and getting a 
fair amount of media attention), pro-democracy forces were being held 
back. The Gore campaign was apparently concerned about its image. 
Like the Kerry campaign four years later, Gore and his campaign staff 
wanted to look presidential-even though they had lost the presidency. 

The postscript to this event was the inability of rhe AFL-CIO to 
respond to the change in national political direction after Bush's selec
tion by [he Supreme Court. The organization had no contingency plan 
for a Bush election. It appeared to have assumed that Gore would win 
and that no other options were possible. The affiliates received no 
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strategic direction about how to respond to Bush's election. When Bush 
began courting several affiliates shortly after his inauguration, the AFL
ClO did nothing but complain that it got no respect and was being 
ignored. The strategic and policy paralysis of the AFL-CIO had become 
so clear that the ties binding the union movemenr started to unravel. 

BEYOND T H E  N E W  V O I C E  A G E N D A  

The unorganized sector of the U.S. working class accounts for 88 per
cent of the workforce. Union membership has dropped from T 5 .3  per
cent to T 2  percent during the tenure of the Sweeney administration. 
Current rhetoric about the failure of the AFL-CIO to increase union 
density points to the failure of unions to allocate resources or to devise 
successful strategies for organizing. 

The AFL-CIO nationally and locally has never been more than a 
weak alliance of unions that voluntarily join the federation. Although 
one can cite outstanding exceptions, the AFL-CIO does not organize 
workers; nntional and international unions organize workers. IS At its 
best, the federation sets the stage for successful organizing.19 The AFL
CIO cannot make unions do anything, which is why we must be careful 
in making comparisons with the role of other national centers, such as 
the Congress of South African Trade Unions, which may have a greater 
mandate to institute far-reaching changes. National and international 
unions are at the core of the question of whether and how workers are 
organized, and they lack the capacity to be the solution, at least in their 
current form and with their current visions of the future. 

The long-term future of the U.S. union movement depends on action 
at the local level. Central labor bodies must have the capacity to build 
local union and labor movements that embrace the true hopes, aspira
tions, and imagination of working people in communities throughout 
the United States. The challenge is to link such an effort to local and 
regional efforts to build working-class power, as well as to link it to the 
struggle for global justice. We suggest ways (Q meet this challenge later 
in the book. 
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C H A P T E R  9 

DEVELO PING STRATEGY 

IN TIMES O F  CHANGE 

The Sweeney reform program encountered numerous problems in its 

efforts to define and carry out strategies that would garner the suppOrt 
of the AFL-CiO membership. These problems, many of which stemmed 
from changes in the wider economy, were not unique to the AFL-ClO, 
however; they haunted the entire union movement. 

THE PROBLEM OF THE SUN BELT 

Labor progressives and reformers have for years discussed the impor
tance of organizing the South and the Southwest, certainly since the fail
ure of Operation Dixie in the early I950s. Section 14(h) of the National 
Labor Relations Act, which gives states the ability to adopt so-called 
right-to-work laws, has always been an obstacle to organizing in those 

regions, but some unions have persisted.' During its first five years in 
office, the Sweeney administration also put forth rhetoric about orga
nizing the South, but it accomplished little overall.2 

In early 2.000, Sweeney commissioned a new look at organizing the 
South. The review had two prongs. First, a subcommittee of the AFL
CIO Executive Council was to oversee this work in cooperation with 
the AFL-CIO's organizing director (Mark Splain, who was chosen at 
the same council meeting). Second, staff members were ro reach out to 
community-based organizations in the South to enlist their support in 
this effort. 

83 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 8
4.

ht
tp

:/
/s

it
e.

eb
ra

ry
.c

om
/l

ib
/d

om
in

ic
an

uc
/D

oc
?i

d=
10

34
34

99
&

pp
g=

99

84 I SWEENEY'S GRANO GESTURE 

The entire effort failed and simply disappeared into the wind. For rea
sons that are unclear, Splain never provided the suppOrt necessary for the 
project to succeed. Moreover, the affiliates thac participated, including 
some that eventually formed the Change to Win Federation, offered only 
conditional support. One approach advanced by Deputy Organizing 
Director Nadra Floyd (who was in charge of the project's day-to-day 
operations) was to select key cities or key sectors around which joint
that is, multiunion-organizing could rake place. The affiliates were non
committal about this plan, waiting to see how much money and other 
resources the AFL-CIO was prepared to puc forward.} A chicken-and-egg 
situation unfolded, with the AFL-CIO wairing for affiliates to indicate 
what resources they were prepared to offer and the affiliates waiting for a 
signal from the AFL-CIO about its level of commitment. While discus
sions proceeded within rhe AFL-CIO and with the affiliates, staff mem
bers held meetings with community-based organizations in the South to 
win their support for (and gain their ideas about) a new southern orga
nizing campaign. Although these organizations were deeply skeptical of 
organized labor's commitment to organizing the South, most were inter
ested. In Atlanta, at least one meeting with more than a dozen organiza
tions elicited significant interest in a southern organizing project. Despite 
the promises that AFL-CIO representatives made to community-based 
organizations in the South, at the Atlanta meeting as well as at other gath
erings, that this time the union movement was serious, events showed 
that it was not serious. 

One could easily-and disingenuously-blame the AFL-CIO alone 
for the failure of this "review" and protocampaign to organize the 
South. However, any number of international or national unions could 
have embraced this effort or undertaken the work on their own if they 
seriously doubted the AFL-CIO's commitment. They did not do so. The 
few unions already organizing in the South proceeded with their work. 
Those that were not already active took little or no initiative. Thus, 
organization of the South and Southwest was not, nor is it today, sim
ply dependent on the actions of the national labor centers. Rather, 
organizing failures in these regions point to a problem deeply ingrained 
in the dominant conception of U.S. trade unionism. 

CENTRAL LABOR COUNC ILS AND STATE 
FEDERATIONS OF LABOR 

As we have seen, central labor councils and srate federations of labor 
were a major focus of the Sweeney administration when it first came 
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DEVELOPING STRATEGY I N  TIMES OF CHANGE I 8S 

iuro office. The AFL-CIO launched the Union Cities program specifi
cally to revive the central labor councils.4 CLCs that made a commit
ment to certain activities spelled out by the AFL-CIO would gain the 
title of "Union City," which would entitle them to greater resources 
than they would normally receive. They would also become national 
models for the rest of the movement. 

During discussions about the Union Cities program, AFL-CIO chief 
of staff Bob Welsh asked, somewhat rhetorically, whether cenrral labor 
councils needed to rethink themselves and become cemral workers' 
councils-that is, widen their focus beyond the role of established 
unions. This fascinating idea was dropped, though twelve CLC presi
dents attempted to resurrect it in a paper enritled "Uniting Locally, 
Growing Nationally" issued shortly before the 2.005 AFL-CiO Conven
tion and split. The paper argues, "In order to become the true voice of 
working people in their community, CLCs should open up their doors 
to compatible community based organizations outside the Labor move
ment. Criteria should be developed for membership of community 
groups, minority unions, and non AFL-CIO unions. Exclusion is a lux
ury union members can no longer afford."s 

In the early 2.000S, discussions were opened in the Executive Council 
about including AFL-CIO Constituency Groups (the A. Philip Ran
dolph Institute, Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance, Coalition of 
Black Trade Unionists, Coalition of Labor Union Women, Labor Coun
cil for Latin American Advancement, and Pride At Work) in the central 
labor councils, and these discussions created quite a stir. The discus
sions, much like the notion of opening the CLCs to community-based 
organizations, raised technical questions about who would vote and 
how, though resting beneath the technical discussion was a political dis
cussion about the appropriate vision for central labor councils. Overall, 
the leadership placed limits on the extent to which the organization 
would change the paradigm for central labor councils. 

Although cerra in central labor councils-such as those in Atlanra, Los 
Angeles, King Counry (Seattle), North Shore (north, suburban Boston), 
San Francisco, Milwaukee, Rochester (New York), and Cleveland
attempted to introduce mild-to-significant reforms in their operations, 
the national AFL-CIO largely scaled down plans to transform the central 
labor councils.6 Further, AFL-CIO officials minimized, if not excluded, 
the CLCs' role in organizing, as mentioned. Though the AFL-CiO relied 
on the councils at election time, the CLCs' relationship to the larger 
community did not change very much. The problem most likely lay both 
in the essential conservatism of the Sweeney approach toward change, 
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GLOBALI ZATION I 95 

neoliberal authoritarian state. In a manner reminiscent of comments by 
Aime Cesaire on rhe relarionship of colonialism to fascism, neoliberal 
globalization has brought home to the people of the Global North
including to the people of the United States---elemenrs of the horror and 
authoritarianism that people of the Global South have experienced at the 
hands of capital.ll By magnifying the danger of terrorism (by al-Qaeda 
and similar groups), neoliberal globalization has consolidated a process 
under way since the early 1980s: the development of a quasi-permanent 
state of siege or, perhaps more appropriately, a quasi-permanent siege 
state. 

This growing authoritarianism, which some describe (inaccurately) 
as fascism, has become a major feature of neoliberal globalization 
despite the libertarian rhetoric that often accompanies it.12 This author
itarianism does not arise in the face of strong resistance to neoliberal 
globalization (which would be typical of other nonfascist authoritarian 
responses to a rising mass movement), but rather from the potential for 
significant mass resistance to the reorganization of global capitalism 
through neoliberal globalization. This fact does not reduce the impor
tance of the resistance that has unfolded-for example, the activities of 
the global justice movement in the advanced capitalist countries or the 
popular resistance movements in the Global South. Rather it recognizes 
that this resistance has been scattered, particularly in the Global North, 
while perhaps being a harbinger of things to come. 

The phrase neoliberal authoritarian state is not a coded reference to 
the administration of George W. Bush. The evolution of this state has 
certainly proceeded further and faster (particularly since the terrorist 
attacks of September I T ,  2001) under Bush, but the process is more 
complicated than the actions of one administrationY The neoliberal 
authoritarian state owes its origins to ruling elites' responses to the 
social movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Though the state's current 
focus is apparently to expedite the reorganization of global capitalism 
and, in the case of the United States, to ensure U.S. domination of this 
process, strains of militarization and authoritarianism were evident in 
the repression of social movements in the early T970S as well as in the 
conduct of the "wars" on crime and drugs over the decades. 

We also see authoritarianism in court decisions about civil liberties 
and a woman's right to choose. Recent National Labor Relations Board 
decisions on the right of workers to organize also point in this direc
tion.14 Despite great democratic victories beginning with the civil rights 
movement in the 1950S, the field of acceptable discourse, acceptable 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 9
6.

ht
tp

:/
/s

it
e.

eb
ra

ry
.c

om
/l

ib
/d

om
in

ic
an

uc
/D

oc
?i

d=
10

34
34

99
&

pp
g=

11
1

96 I SWEENEY'S GRANO GESTURE 

politics, and, indeed, acceptable criticism of government IS now nar
rowing. All the while, the hold of corporations increases, and govern
ments increasingly see military action as the first, and in some cases 
only, means of resolving domestic and international controversies. 

The neoliberal authoritarian state essentially has a preemptive role, to 
borrow a formula ironically from President Bush, of undermining actual 
and potential resistance to the assumption of leadership by pro-neoliberal 
segments of capital. Implicit in this understanding is that the neoliberal 
authoritarian state serves as the principal instrument for the reorganiza
tion of global capitalism. It does so not as a global state but as a tool for 
carrying out U.S. imperial aims and ambitions for global dominacion. 

Though we believe that an international infrastructure is being devel
oped to assist in the reorganization of global capitalism-for example, 
the World Trade Organization-it is not the case, despite the paranoid 
dreams of the extreme Right, that a global state has come into existence. 
Although a transnational capitalist class exists, this class does not oper
ate as a cohesive unit outside of the nation-state, at least at this moment 
in history.15 Global forces have weakened the nation-state in many 
respects, particularly in the Global South, but the nation-state has also 
become stronger in some ways, particularly in its ability to enforce its 
will on its citizens. 

U.S. ruling circles have been divided for decades about the United 
States' proper relationship to the rest of the world, especially to other 
capitalist powers. A strong "nationalist" current, for lack of a better 
term, has alternated between isolationism and xenophobic jingoism 
(and exhibited a strongly racist orientation). Though this view has 
existed largely in the Republican Party during the twentieth century, it 
has never been the exclusive current in the party. Coexisting there, as 
well as in the Democratic Party, has been a multilateralist current. These 
currents have tended to find support in different segments of capital, 
with domestic capital tending to favor isolationism, finance and multi
national capital tending to favor multilateralism. 

In the 1990S, the distinctions between these worldviews within ruling 
circles sharpened, as did their similarities. The two groups agreed about 
the need for a neoliberal approach to globalization (reorganization of 
global capitahsm)-as one could see in political party platforms as well as 
legislative activity. Bill Clinton's campaign for the North American Free 
Trade Agreement in 1993, while surprising many of his labor backers, 
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was in effect the formal repudiation, by a Democrat, of the post-World 
War II social contracr. Both segments of the ruling elite have taken steps 
to build the neoliberal authoritarian state, though at different rates and 
under different conditions. 

Yet the biggest disagreement is about the natute of U.S. global domi
nation-specifically, what form U.s. hegemony should take. Neither seg
ment of capital is willing [0 concede a leading role on the world stage to 
another capitalist power. The multilateralists have concluded that U.S. 
domination must involve cooperation with other capitalist powers. We 
call this strategy "first among equals," in that the vision is for U.S. dom
ination but not exclusivity. In this view, the Group of 8 (G-8) is the cir
cle within which key decisions about control over the rest of the world 
can take place, as long as the United States is the leading force there. l6 
The multilateralists apparently have made an economic and military 
assessment that the United States cannot succeed alone. This notion does 
not, however, mean that the multilateralists-whether of the Bill Clinton 
type or the Colin Powell type-believe that the United States is unable to 
act alone if it needs to do so. They are quite prepared to act unilaterally 
if necessary, regardless of whether such U.S. actions are in accordance 
with previous agreements or international law. This segment of the rul
ing circles is intent on constructing the global Infrastructure necessary 
for total domination of the world by global capitalism under the leader
ship of the United States. This emphasis is not completely cynical in the 
way of the George W. Bush administration (which tends to ignore inter
national institutions whenever they become inconvenient).l? 

The other segment of the ruling elite has moved away from isolation
ism to a form of unilateral ism. Two documents are relevant to under
standing the unilateralists' view of the U.S. role within global capitalism. 
Some key players in the current Bush administration either came from or 
have been influenced by the Project for a New American Century 
(PNAC), a major right-wing think tank. The organization's statement of 
principles is fairly straightforward, asserting the need to reshape the new 
post-Cold War global order in line with the interests of the United 
States. IS This objective is logically consistent with the Bush administra
tion's September 2002 National Security Strategy Doctrine (NSSD).t9 In 
the sense that the United States, since its founding, has sought to be a sig
nificant international player, we see nothing new here. Yet four key ele
ments of the NSSD suggest a different approach to international affairs 
that reflects both the post-Cold War environment and the drive to build 
a neoliberal authoritarian state. These elements include the following: 
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The world will be capitalist. No other economic system will be 
tolerated. 

The United States will determine the form of capitalism that the 
world adopts. In other words, sovereignty has its limits within the 
reconstruction of global capitalism. 

The United States will never again have a strong military competi
tor. This principle clearly looks back at the Cold War. 

If any nation or group disagrees with any of the first three points, 
the United States reserves the right to unilaterally declare that 
nation or group to be a terrorist operation and to take any actions 
necessary to eliminate it as a potential threat. 

Interestingly, the United States, in this scenario, does not reserve these 
rights only for its operations in the Western Hemisphere (the traditional 
sphere of influence asserted by the United States since the Monroe Doc
trine of I822, and generally recognized by the other major capitalist pow
ers). Instead, it affirms its right to apply each of these points globally. 

Whit:h �t:glllt:llt u( Lilt: U.S. rulillg t:irdt:s will �uu;t:�s(ully upt:ra
tionalize its vision of the foreign-policy role of the United States is far 
from clear. The neoliberal authoritarian state, however, is likely to per
sist under either scenario, with implications for the world's peoples and 
for resistance movements to neoliberal globalization. In the unilateral
ists' scenario, other capitalist powers will clearly be subordinate to 
the United States, and international institutions will be of use only as 
long as they do not get in the way of U.S. global ambitions. This view 
explains the approach of the George W. Bush administration toward 
other capitalist powers that disagreed with the U.S. decision to invade 
Iraq. The unilateralists are looking for subordinates within the U.S.-led 
global empire. They are not looking to allow other nations the semipro
tectorate status that existed in the afrermath of World War II. (In that 
postwar period, Western Europe and Japan could essentially manage 
their own affairs-including electing social democrats with welfare
state agendas-so long as they subordinated their foreign policy to that 
of the United States.) Instead, as President Bush said in September 200I, 
they see nacions as either with the United States or with the terrorists. 

For the multilateralists, the neoliberal authoritarian state must 
advance global reorganization, but in partnership with the other mem
bers of the G-8. This view appears to favor a corporatist model of inter
nal governance, a view that holds great appeal for much of the leadership 
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of organized labor, not only in the United States but also in other parts 
of the Global North. The multilateralists do not turn away from the 
prospect of a global empire, but they believe it will emerge in a radically 
different manner than the unilateralists envision. The multilateralists fear 
that the course pursued by the unilateralists will overextend u.s. power 
and run the ship of capitalism onto the rocks. 
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COULD'A, WOULD ' A ,  SHOULD ' A  

Central Labor Councils 

and Missed Opportunities 

Before the victory of the New Voice slate in October I995, many union
ists and scholars believed that central labor councils were moribund 
remnants of labor history. This view prevailed because of the dominance 
of national and international unions in the U.S. union movement and 
George Meany's complete neglect of these local adjuncts to the AFL
ClO. In addition, because local unions were not required to affiliate with 
the councils, most CLCs lacked the resources to function effectively. 
National unions replaced central labor bodies as the primary institutions 
in the union movement at the AFL convention in I89I. That convention 
established the current per capita structure in which unions pay accord
ing to the number of members they have. Unions voted according to 
their membership size, and central labor bodies gOt one vote regardless 
of how many members they had. Since then, local unions have become 
subsidiaries of national unions, and national and international unions 
have dominated the federation on both a national and a local level. 

Each national union has a unique history and culture. Thus, the AFL
ClO is a conglomeration of traditions and organizational cultures. For 
instance, terms have different meanings and significance for different 
unions. In some unions, a grievance is the central mechanism for dealing 
with employer issues; in others, a grievance may have little impact on the 
members. Seniority, which most manufacturing unions take for granted, 
has virtually no importance for most building trades unions. Internal 
organizing for most public-sector unions means organizing members of 

100 
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the bargaining unit who are not union members, but for some other 
unions, it means reorganizing the already organized, and for others still, 
it describes a dissident group's effort to overthrow the incumbent leader
ship. Organizing the unorganized may be the central work of some 
unions and be merely an extra activity that is done when the opportunity 
arises in other unions. And organizing itself can refer to organizing peo
ple or CO organizing "jobs" or employers. Even with these differences, 
however, the hegemonic culture of narrow, bureaucratic, business union
ism engulfs most national and imernational unions. 

When local central labor bodies were the locus of union activity, each 
union's culture blended the traditions of the trade or occupation it rep
resented with regional traditions, practices, and values. Local unions 
and central labor bodies were able to affect regional cultures because 
they were part of the social fabric of communities. When national 
unions became central to the union movement, however, the traditions, 
practices, and values extended from national centers to local regions, 
primarily through guidelines for behavior memorialized in constitutions 
and bylaws. 

Despite lethargy in many central labor councils, research by Fer
nando Gapasin for the AFL-CiO reveals that many CLCs have contin
ued co function, and some have transformed local union and labor 
movements in their communities. I This research on transformative 
labor councils, based on interviews with nearly 400 of the 602 CLCs, 
led to the development of the AFL-CIO's Union Cities program.2 

The Union Cities program encouraged labor councils to organize 
new members and support the right to organize, mobilize against 
employer opposition, build a prolabor political program and hold local 
politicians accountable to it, promote economic growth, provide eco
nomic education to union members, and develop union leadership that 
reflected the diversity of the working community.) In the early days of 
the New Voice administration, culture change was on the agenda. As 
Linda Chavez-Thompson, executive vice-president of the AFL-CIO, 
said in July 1996, "We're aiming to create a culture of organizing 
throughout the union movement . . .  and central labor councils can and 
will be the center of that culture."4 In T996, the original labor council 
research identified fewer than a dozen trans formative CLCs. Since then, 
the number of transformative CLCs has multiplied. One key to their 
success is their inclusion and integration of other working-class com
munity forces in strategic planning. And no more dramatic change took 
place in a local union movement than that in Los Angeles. 
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THE lOS A N G ELES C O U N T Y  FEDERATION OF L A B O R :  

TOWARD A U N I O N  CITY 

The Los Angeles County Federation of Labor (LACFL) formed in I959  
with the merger of one CIO labor council and six AFL labor councils.5 
At the time of the merger, it represented roughly 320 local unions and 
seven hundred thousand union members. The LACFL's first three prin
cipal officers, Sigmund Arywitz, Bill Robertson, and Jim Wood, were 
straight from the traditionalist mold of union leaders. Thus, George 
Meany was confident in making his pro-Vietnam War stand in los 
Angeles, where, despite strong opposition by the Left, he and LACFL 
secretary-treasurer Arywitz made sure that the lACFL supported the 
U.S. adventure in Vietnam.6 Although dissident left-wing forces had 
long existed in the LACFL, the federation continued to function as a 
traditional CLC until the national Union Cities program was launched 
and Miguel Contreras was elected executive secretary· treasurer in 
I996. The LACFL is  of interest here because it illustrates how labor 
movement transform"uion can start and how the union movement can 
begin to restore hope to working-class communities'? 

The transformation of the LACFL has brought enormous changes. 
The LACFL has directly influenced the selection of the Speaker of the 
California State Assembly since T998, and, as of this writing, the former 
political director of the LACFL, Fabian Nunez, is Speaker. The federa
tion has also elected numerous pro union people to the Los Angeles City 
Council. Martin Ludlow, who succeeded Contreras as the executive 
secretary-treasurer, was a former member of the City Council of Los 
Angeles.s The LACFL was the primary engine for the shift of the 
national AFL-CIO immigration policy. It was largely responsible for the 
defeat by a two-to-one margin of Republican·sponsored Proposition 
226, which sought to strip political financial resources from unions. The 
LACFL mobilized broad and consistent support from the entire union 
movement and the communities of Los Angeles for the Southern Califor
nia strike of supermarkets by the United Food and Commercial Workers 
(UFCW), and it built an ongoing fund of over a million dollars to sup
port future union struggles. It fostered a new spirit of organizing, 
increasing union density in Los Angeles County to almost 20 percent, 
almost 5 percent more than the state union density. The LACFL has 
independently drafted and promoted a local initiative for a local tax on 
utilities to provide tuition money for community college students, thus 
creating broad suppOrt for unions among working-class youth in the Los 
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Angeles area. It has thus earned a reputation as the most politically influ
ential community organization in Los Angeles County. Though the 
organization may have missed an important opportunity to unite union 
and community when the Los Angeles Manufacturing Action Project 
(LAMAP), which we describe later in this chapter, failed, SEIU's Justice 
for Janitors, home health-care campaigns, and UFCW's multiethnic cam
paign at Jimmy Dean's still provided much-needed organizing energy 
and visibility. More importantly, the interaction between social move
ment projects and the LACFL helped change the culture of the Los Ange
les union and labor movement. 

Two social movements changed the LACFL: first, the immigrant 
rights movement in Los Angeles and, second, the Living Wage Cam
paign. Leftists played important roles in both these movements. Because 
the union movement had been slow to organize immigrant workers, 
numerous immigrant rights organizations had formed to fill the vacuum, 
such as Hermandad, the Korean Immigrant Workers Association, the 
Pilipino Workers Center, the Association of Latin American Gardeners 
of Los Angeles, the Garment Workers Center, and the Coalition for 
Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles (CHIRLA). As Victor Narro 
of CHIRLA summed up these efforts, "Immigrant workers are creating 
their own movement and creating their own union."9 This movement 
coincided with the realization that many of the immigrants would 
become new voters; estimates indicated that in Los Angeles alone, over a 
million new voters could be registered and mobilized. Contreras, using 
his own immigrant roots and his long tenure with the United Farm 
Workers as well as his long affiliation with Latino activists in the Demo
cratic Party, helped form a coalition with the immigrant rights organiza
tions in the Los Angeles area, supported by unions such as HERE, SElU, 
and UFW and by scholar-activists of the Center for Labor Research and 
Education at the University of California, Los Angeles. The LACFL was 
instrumental in creating a union-based electoral machine that increased 
Latino voter turnour by over 26 percent. This mobilization was key to 
the defeat of Proposition 226 and the continued election of prounion 
candidates in Los Angeles County. By joining forces with immigrant 
rights activists, the LACFL made clear that it stood for racial justice, and 
its campaigns helped change national AFL-CIO policy on immigration. 10 

The LACFL further enhanced its standing in the communay by 
building a bridge between two contending communities. Contreras was 
early to recognize that the traditional liberal coalition between white 
liberal Democrats (many from the entertainment industry) and the 
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Black community was rapidly giving way to a new alliance between lib
eral whites and Latinos. He foresaw that this political shift could exacer
bate existing tensions between the Black and Latino communities-which 
had been evident in the 2000 mayoral race that pitted Mexican American 
Antonio Villaraigosa against African American-supported James Hahn. 
Contreras saw an opporruniry for the LACFL to contribute to a new 
alliance between these two oppressed communities, and he hired the staff 
and developed the political strategy necessary to build this bridge. [n 
implementing his strategy, the LACFL also succeeded in getting another 
member of Contreras's staff, Martin Ludlow, elected to the Los Angeles 
City Council. 

Championing the Living Wage Campaign in Los Angeles and later 
Santa Monica placed the Los Angeles union movement at the forefront 
of the push for economic justice. Local I I  of HERE created an inde
pendent nonprofit called the Tourist Industry Development Council, 
later renamed the Los Angeles Alliance for a New Economy (LAANE). 
LAANE provided the research and strategic thinking to create two 
prounion living-wage ordinances in Los Angeles County and the 2004 

defeat of Wal-Mart when it attempted to override the veto of the Ingle
wood City Council. The union and labor movement provided the mass 
base that gave these movements political leverage. 

Leftists also played an important role in building the influence of the 
LACFL. Within the LACFL were old leftists who had been there frolll 
before the merger of the AFL and ClO. Although they would strongly 
deny any affiliation-probably a throwback ra the McCarthy era-most 
had been affiliated with the Communist Party, and their backgrounds 
were in basic industries like steel and aura or in communications. The 
assorted groups of the New Left had roots in the Los Angeles union 
movement of the I960s and I970s. They were in the hotel and tourist 
industry, the public sector, service industries, the auto industry, manufac
turing, non profits (especially those promoting the rights of poor people 
and immigrants), and education (from kindergarten through university 
level). These New Leftists had received their political training in a vari
ety of left-wing organizations and included nonaligned socialists out of 
the Chicano Movement as well as Maoist and new Trotskyist groups. 
These radical organizations not only trained young activists to organize 
in communities and the workplace but also provided an ideological ori
entation promoting a vision of social and economic equality and justice. 
They played roles in strategic thinking, labor education, and consensus 
building. Some of them organized broad-based discussion groups that 
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contributed strategic and collective thinking for the future of the labor 
and union movement in Los Angeles. Thus, dozens of ideologically ori
ented people remained entrenched in the union and labor movements of 
Los Angeles, and they continue to play a role today in the growth of the 
social justice movements in the area. 

LAMAP: A MISSED O P P O R T U N ITY FOR RENEWAL 

Union activity in Los Angeles provides an excellent example of how the 
strategic interaction between the union movement and other social 
movements can revitalize the labor movement. I I Yet the los Angeles 
union movement missed a strategic opportunity to "think globally and 
act locally" when it failed to act as a strong advocate for the los Ange
les Manufacturing Action Project. 

LAMAP raised the question of whether the movement should pay 
special attention to organizing manufacturing workers. The growth of 
the Service Employees International Union and UNITE HERE! attests 
to the shift in the focus of the U.S. economy from manufacturing to 
services. Organizing in the manufacturing sector is patently difficult 
when companies can shut down and move plants if unions make 
progress. And for unions whose primary interest is their own survival, 
organizing in manufacturing may seem to be a bad investmem. 

In Marxist economics, the surplus value of capitalism is generated 
from the exploitation of workers in production. Production includes 
agriculture, manufacturing, construction, and transportation. Service
sector workers are also exploited in that they are not paid in line with 
the value they produce; they are part of the distribution system and are 
paid out of the surplus value generated in production.12 

Today, U.S. corporations exploit production workers around the 
world. They have shifted much of their production offshore and import 
both the products and the surplus value that is generated. The depen
dence on global production is evident in the number of ships laden with 
containers docking at Los Angeles and Long Beach harbors. Much of 
the area's service economy is linked to global production: financiers, 
lawyers, advertisers, accountants, retailers, communications specialists, 
and many other managers and professionals are busy coordinating the 
global economy, and taking gigantic profits from it.13 Many low-wage 
service workers, those employed in hotels, restaurants, child care, 
housecleaning, and the like, provide personal services for these man
agers and professionals of the global economy. In other words, Los 
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Angeles sits on top of a system of global exploitation, and its wealth 
depends on the extraction of wealth from poorer nations. When public
and service-sector unions pressure corporations to pay their workers 
more, they are, in parr, asking for a bigger share of the wealth stolen by 
capital. That they should be paid a living wage is consistent with basic 
human rights and decency. Nevertheless, from an economic point of 
view, raises in their wages do not threaten the regime of capital accumu
lation in the same way that raises in agriculture or manufacturing do. 

Manufacturing in the United States has evolved in two directions: high
end (high-tech) production and low-end production. Much semiskilled 
work has gone away, because of both technological changes and com
panies' decisions to move production offshore to maquiladoras in Mex
ico or to China or other Asian countries. High-end production, for 
example, takes place in the com purer industry (as does low-end produc
tion, interestingly) and aerospace, whereas low-end production includes 
sectors such as lighr electronics, garments, and parts. Manufacturing 
workers in Los Angeles are in a peculiar position. They are generally the 
leftovers of a system of production that has partially moved abroad. 
They work in the sectors of production that their employers either can
not move or have not moved yet. The fact that the manufacturing sec
tor has a higher proportion of immigrant workers than any other sector, 
and typically some of the lowest-paid workers, is no accident. The very 
presence of immigrant workers reflects, in parr, the pressures to migrate 
inherent in global capitalism. Moreover, immigrants are in demand by 
the remaining domestic production industries because employers in 
these industries can take advantage of the political disabilities, includ
ing the denial of full citizenship rights, of these workers. 

Unions need to organize manufacturing workers in Los Angeles for a 
number of reasons: the workers are crucial to capital accumulation and 
therefore represent an important front in the class struggle; they are 
among the most oppressed and exploited of workers and need the pro
tection of unions to defend themselves; and they are linked to exploited 
and impoverished production workers in the same industries around 
the world. 

Many people on the left recognize the need for international solidar
ity in the class struggle. Workers of the world need to unite, and the pos
sibility of coordinating workers' actions grows as capitalism becomes 
an increasingly integrated global system. The ideal way to build interna-
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tional linkages is for each country to develop its own union movement, 
which can then join with orhers in confederation. Too often, the U.S. 
union movemenr dismisses unions in other counrries, especially in the 
Global South, as weak, nonexistenr, or corrupt. The U.S. union move
ment needs to hold up its part of the tenr. If manufacturing workers in 
the United States do not organize, growing unions in the Global South 
will lack the key U.S. allies they need to forge solidarity in the larger 
fight against global capital as well as the fight against specific sectors of 
manufacturing capital. 

U.S. unions have a responsibility to educate workers to think and act 
locally and globally, because their future depends on doing so. Los Ange
les provides a perfect example of this strategic perspective. Certainly, 
protecting the ability of workers internationally [0 unionize and improve 
their standard of living helps raise the standard of living for workers 
around the world. Workers in the United States can reverse the interna
tional race to the bottom by forcing transnational corporations like Wal
Mart to relinquish the superprofits they make by not paying workers a 
living wage and by not providing adequate health care, relying instead 
on the governmenr to provide their workers with health care. Transna
tionals like Wal-Mart are subsidized by other companies as well. Because 
of Wal-Mart's dominant position in retail, it can require shipping com
panies, transportation firms, railroads, trucking companies, storage 
firms, and suppliers to provide preferential pricing, Indeed, it can now 
shape the retail policy of suppliers. Because transnationals can control 
the supply chain, exerting pressure on suppliers anywhere in the world 
as well as at the local market, they have tremendous conrrol over both 
the local and the global economies.14 

About 13 percent of the goods produced on the Pacific Rim arrive at 
the Port of Los Angeles and are transported, stored, and manufactured 
in the Alameda Corridor. This 120-square-mile corridor stretches from 
downtown Los Angeles to the Port of Los Angeles and contains almost 
two-thirds of the approximately 465,000 manufacturing jobs in the city 
(down from approximately 700,000 around 2000). The Alameda Cor
ridor is the primary access point for Pacific Rim goods in the United 
States. Organizing the workforce of mostly immigranrs and workers of 
color in the Alameda Corridor would not only be a step toward democ
racy for all working people but also an opportunity to think and act 
locally and globally. 

Given the great variety of small manufacturing shops in Los Angeles 
and the fact that workers do nor have stable employment, the idea of 
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multiunion geographic organizing is attractive. Of course, this idea is 
not new; indeed, it played a role in LAMAP. Still, the potential for 
strategic gains is huge if unions were to give up their jurisdictional 
squabbles and reach for the greater good they could gain by working 
together. The Alameda Corridor appears to offer rich possibilities for 
strategic collaboration. Not only is it populated with a large number of 
manufacturing plants, it also contains a number of residential commu
nities housing the workers who are employed in those plants. Thus, 
unions have an opportunity to couple industrial and community orga
nizing. Furthermore, the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach lie at the 
end of the corridor, and the unloaded goods are shipped up the corridor 
to feed local industries and retail establishments, as well as to be pre
pared for shipment to the rest of the country. Both the International 
Longshore and Warehouse Union and the Teamsters are in a position to 
disrupt these flows, if the manufacturing unions of this city were willing 
to engage in a serious, broad-scale, multiunion organizing drive. Unfor
tunately, as LAMAP showed, petty power games and arguments about 
dividing the spoils made it impossible for the various unions to work 
closely enough to pull off this ambitious project. 

The Los Angeles County Federation of Labor seems a likely place to 
start thinking outside the standard limitations of the union movement. 
Despite great praise for the LACFL's accomplishments, the federation has 
seemed trapped in some old-style thinking. Its leadership has been unwill
ing to provide a vision for its member unions, instead simply following 
and supporting the actions the member unions are willing to take. If no 
manufacturing unions have been willing to take on the difficult task of 
organizing Los Angeles manufacturing workers, then the LACFL has nor 
been willing to do so either. An alternative, perhaps, might have been ro 
pursue a course similar to the Stamford, Connecticut, geographic orga
nizing project, which brought together assistance from the national AFL
CIO, the central labor council, and the local unions, along with some 
national and international union assistance, to develop a regional 
approach. The LACFL has been (and still is) in a good position to 
advance this strategy, particularly in the aftermath of the split in the AFL
CIO and with labor's desperate need for large-scale organizing projects. 

One weakness in the current "strategic organizing" concept of the 
AFL-CIO, and, after the split, the Change to Win Federation, is the 
focus on industries that cannot run away to avoid unionization, such as 
public-sector or service industries. The ability of some manufacturing 
enterprises, like garment factories, to export jobs to nonunion or off-
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shore locations paralyzes many unions, Into this gap have stepped a 
number of independent and union-supported projects, such as LAMAP, 
though these projects too, as noted, have run into challenges. 

LAMAP was founded in 1992 by leftists and other veteran organiz
ers in conjunction with, but independent of, unions. The founders envi
sioned the project as a community development program that could 
bridge ethnic communities, incorporate the expertise and prestige of 
universities, and harness the organizing power of multiple unions. 
LAMAP chose the Alameda Corridor as its organizing target and pio
neered large-scale, multiunion labor-organizing drives that targeted 
whole mdustries rather than individual shops. It also designed a large
scale community component that included classes in English as a second 
language and citizenship (empowerment programs) and mobilized col
lege students to volunteer in the campaign. 

However, LAMAP, much like other creative programs (such as the 
California Immigrant Workers Association), died for lack of union sup
port. Despite high praise from several international unions and acknowl
edgment from John Sweeney that LAMAP was a model for organizing, 
the national and international unions-with the exception of the Team
sters, then led by Carey-would not support an "outside" entity like 
LAMAP, and the project had to shut down in January T998.15 

One of the consistent messages in the demise of LAMAP was that, 
despite the LAMAP founders' ties with unions, many unions considered 
LAMAP to be an outside organization. The common refrain from these 
unions was, "Why ask them to do what we should do ourselves?" This 
statement makes no sense within the self-contained post-World War II 
context of the U.S. union movement. To do what LAMAP wanted to do, 
a local union would have to decide to organize workers throughout an 
industry, across industries, and in its community. It would have to be able 
to draw upon resources large enough to field the necessary numbers of 
staff and rank-and-file organizers, It would have to have the desire, 
knowledge, resources, and structure to incorporate community issues and 
strategies into its organization and to help accomplish community as well 
as union goals. The local union would also need to have clear jurisdiction 
with unions representing workers in other sectors. Clearly, few unions 
working by themselves could do what LAMAP was designed to dO.16 
LAMAP attempted to be the vehicle by which unions could learn how to 
organize in a flexible-manufacturing environment, but it also offered a 
way for unions to combine resources to organize a whole geographic area 
rather than pursue the traditional incremental organizing of "hot shops." 
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For some leftist trade unionists in the Los Angeles area and around 
the country, LAMAP was a beacon of creativity pointing the way to suc
cess in organizing then and in the future. As we have noted, the AFL
CIO's central labor councils are logical institutions for spearheading 
such a broad restructuring of the union movement. They could coordi
nate resources to enable "regional unionism." Other commentators, 
such as Joel Rogers, have also suggested regional unionism in one form 
or another. We envision cross-sector, whole-industry, or geographic 
organizing, along with the development of worker centers, community 
issue-based organizing, or more orthodox collective-bargaining strate
gies.]7 Multiple labor councils could forge organizational links, even 
between states, to facilitate organizing over larger geographic areas. To 
do so, they would need to develop regional organizing strategies that 
effectively combat the regional strategies of the transnational corpora
tions. At the risk of advocating "one big union," we could even see an 
effort to extend regional unionism to all of Southern California and, in 
a much different form (respecting national differences), to Mexico. We 
see only one problem: to paraphrase a statement by Samuel Gompers, 
the AFL-CIO is a federation held together with a rope made out of 
sand. Because national and international unions are autonomous, the 
AFL-CIO can only attempt to persuade unions to coordinate their 
efforts. It cannot compel them to do SO.18 

THE CHAR LESTON 5: A PATH NOT TAKEN 

Every movement has missed opportunities. The Detroit newspaper 
strike and the A. E. Staley lockout, which overlapped Sweeney's assump
tion of office, were mass struggles that seemed certain to be points of 
concentration for the Sweeney administration in mobilizing the union 
movement. In both cases, however, politics with the affiliates apparently 
got in the way of leadership. Thus, though the strikers and their sup
porters expected the New Voice team to champion their cause, they 
were to be disappointed. No significant support came from the national 
AFL-CIO, despite promises, implied or explicit. Both struggles ended in 
defeat, at which time people pointed fingers in various directions in 
recrimination. The complicated story of the Charleston 5 is one exam
ple of the start-stop approach that caused the national AFL-CIO to miss 
an opportunity to ignite a fire throughout the labor movement. 

In early 2000, dockworkers in Charleston, South Carolina, members 
of Locals 1422, I422A, and 1771 of the International Longshoremen's 
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Association, were conducting protests against the use of a nonunion 
stevedore company to unload shipping, The ILA in the South is largely 
African American, and Local T 422 was led by Kenneth Riley, a young 
African American who was, by coincidence, the chair of an opposition 
group within the ILA known as the Longshore Workers Coalition. The 
ILA has a long history of documented corruption, mob involvement, and 
lack of democracy. Riley and others had mounted a campaign to funda
mentally reform the union. 

The attorney general of South Carolina, Charles Condon, apparently 
made a decision to move against Local T 422, one of the strongest union 
and African American institutions in the state, through use of provocation. 
His motives have never become clear, though we can infer that he aimed to 
weaken worker organization at a time when South Carolina's political and 
economic elites had opened the state to global capital. Foreign transplants 
from Europe along the state's 1-85 corridor had been moving elsewhere in 
search of even cheaper labor. Condon may also have wanted to send a sig
nal to South Carolina's substantial African American population that it 
could take its demands for economic justice only so far. In either case, with 
the mobilization of well-armed and very threatening state police, Condon's 
forces were able to inflame a tense situation and foment an altercation 
between the police and protesting dockworkers. Five dockworkers were 
ultimately charged with inciting to riot and rioting. 

Local T 422 received additional support from the maverick South 
Carolina AFL-CIO. Led by the innovative and progressive Donna 
Dewitt, the South Carolina AFL-CIO immediately recognized the impor
tance of this burgeoning struggle and joined hands with the Local I422 

leadership to construct a national outreach program. The organizers 
simultaneously turned ro the national AFL-CIO and to the Black Radi
cal Congress, a network of Black leftists that had formed in Chicago in 
June I998.19 

ILA Local T 422 received little support except from the West Coast 
dockworkers union, the International Longshore and Warehouse 
Union, Providing more assistance than the ILA, the ILWU helped sup
port a national defense campaign by contributing financial and in-kind 
support to help develop a legal defense and by publicizing the case 
(which it did through its union newspaper). The importance of the 
ILWU's support cannot be overstated, because the union's participation 
legitimized the struggle in the union movement as a whole. 

The story of the subsequent campaign could fill a book.2o A commit
tee formed in South Carolina, with the assistance of the national AFL-CIO, 
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to plan a national defense campaign for the five dockworkers. To John 
Sweeney's credit, he became an enthusiastic and outspoken supporter of 
the campaign when he learned of it. Sweeney's enthusiasm was greater 
than the initial enthusiasm of many of his top staff, who at first did not 
see anything in the case ro justify national AFL-CIO attention. Sweeney 
authorized AFL-CIO staff involvement in the campaign and called upon 
affiliates to become involved. The leadership of the ILA seemed to have 
no interest in a successful campaign, yet had no way ro articulate such 
a message. Sweeney regularly asked John Bowers, president of the ILA, 
for updates on the Charleston 5 .  

The Charleston 5 campaign, coordinated through national AFL-CIO 
staff but under the political leadership of dockworkers, took off like 
wildfire. Local defense committees formed around the country to sup
port the Charleston 5 .  The campaign united issues of race and workers' 
rights like few campaigns had in the recent past. Other organizations 
became involved in the case, most importantly the Black Radical Con
gress, which helped develop certain defense committees as well as build 
support for the historic June 200I Charleston 5 demonstration in 
Columbia, South Carolina. 

Affiliate support for the Charleston 5 campaign was mixed. To be 
fair, organized labor in the United States was not used to such a cam
paign. Some affiliates contributed resources, but no affiliate took up the 
campaign with the enthusiasm that the ILWU did. For the ILWU, the 
Charleston 5 campaign became a major way to demonstrate the power 
of solidarity. Unfortunately, most other unions did not share this com
mitment, regardless of the level of rank-and-file interest. 

One of the most unusual aspects of the Charleston 5 campaign was its 
success! By building the visibility of this case and systematically isolating 
Condon (for example, by driving a wedge between him and other politi
cal figures in South Carolina), the unions caused the state's case to col
lapse, which led the court to reduce the charges and issue only minor 
fines. Condon had been so desperate ro keep his case alive that shortly 
after the 9tII terrorist attacks, he attempted ro compare the Charleston 5 

to terrorists! This ploy did not work, and everything unraveled for Con
don thereafter. 

Despite the success of the campaign, (he AFL-CIO never capitalized 
on its victory. In fact, in the immediate aftermath of the 9tT T  terrorist 
attacks, some people in the AFL-CIO wanted the national defense cam
paign coordinating committee ro call off plans for a demonstration on 
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the first day of the trial (the trial never rook place). The national commit
tee correctly resisted this suggestion and went fotwatd with its plans. 

Yet, despite the success of the campaign, noching changed. Riley and 
the defendants went on a national tour, albeit one that was nor organized 
by the AFL-CIO. No latge-scale publicity about the victory materialized, 
and no celebration took place. At a time when the labot movement, 
under severe attack, sorely needed a victory, it had achieved one. Yet 
movement leaders did little bur yawn, rurn over, and go to sleep. The 
critical lessons of chis campaign were all but forgotten. 

One must ask why the AFL-C10 failed to take advantage of this 
opportunity. No one seems to know why or to wane to explain this 
failing. Were the lessons of the campaign, such as the following, too 
unorthodox? 

• Build a national defense coordinating committee with a real com
mitment of resources. 

• Ensure that the political leadership for the campaign comes not 
from Washington but from the forces on the ground. 

• Gain the active support of the state federation of labor. 

Promote a broad united front with basic principles of unity that 
encourage many forces to join. 

Establish high visibility for the campaign; seize the moral high 
ground. 

Invite nontraditional activist forces to participate. 

• Coordinate internationally with other unions. 

• Prepare for militant action.21 

Perhaps some leaders of organized labor thought that the campaign was 
not significant because of the small number of workers involved in 
Charleston. Nevertheless, the Charleston 5 campaign charted a path 
that was largely alien to organized labor and that was largely avoided 
even during the Sweeney era. 
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C H A P T E R  12 

INTERNATIONAL AF FAIR S ,  

GLOBALI ZATION, AND 9 / 1 1  

In international affairs, the high point of the Sweeney 3d ministration 
was John Sweeney's appearance before a plenary of (he World Congress 
of the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) dur
ing April 2000 in Durban, South Africa. By then, the AFL-CIO had 
taken major steps away from Cold War trade unionism by appointing 
a progressive international affairs director, consolidating AFL-CIO
sponsored international labor institutes into the American Cenrer for 
International Labor Solidarity, and opening or strengthening relations 
with certain key Left-led national labor centers. Thus, the organization 
was not only changing its image but was actually gaining some favor 
with many trade unionists around the world. 

However, the transformation was uneven. In Latin America (with the 
major exception of relations with Cuba and later in Venezuela) and 
Africa, the AFL-CIO showed new openness to relations with many, 
though not ali, Left-led labor unions and centers. In Asia, the AFL
CIO's relationships were still haunted by the Cold War, and the organi
zation was more wary. Though it developed relations wich the more 
left-leaning Korean Confederation of Trade Unions (KCTU), the AFL
CIO refused to entertain serious relations with the Philippine labor fed
eration known as the Kilusang Mayo Uno, a left-leaning federation that 
is part of Bagong Alyansang Makabayan (the New Patriotic Alliance ), 
Europe was even more complicated, and a struggle took place within 
the Sweeney administration about whether the AFL-CIO should have 
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any operation in Europe (particularly in Eastern Europe) given that the 
European Trade Union Congress was quite functional and was the log
ical organization to work with the newly emerging trade union federa
tions in Eastern Europe. 

In any case, Sweeney's appearance in Durban was highly significant. 
He set to work meeting with leaders of large and small labor centers and 
rook two stands that are worth noting. First, he advanced, along with 
other allies, the need for a Millennium Review Commission that would 
think through the role of the ICFTU in the post-Cold War world. This 
step was critically important because the ICl-iU was primarily a vestige 
of the Cold War, and some people were questioning its reason for exis
tence in the years after the end of that conflict.' Additional and no less 
important marrers had emerged, especially the role of national labor cen
ters from the Global South. The ICITU had always been dominated by 
national labor centers from the Global North, such as the British Trade 
Union Congress and the AFL-CIO, yet the international trade union 
movement was more vibrant in the South than in the North. What role 
c ould these centers play in leading the twenty-first-century ICFTU? 

Sweeney rook his second stand on globalization. In his plenary 
speech, Sweeney blasted globalization and its impact on the global 
working class. 

At the AFL-CIO, we are clear about what is at stake. We are in a conflict 
between two visions, two worlds. On the one side is a world defined by 
global capital and corporations, enlisting state power to free themselves 
from civilizing rules. They span the globe with the power to destabilize 
governments, to reverse generations of progress in a matter of weeks. 
They have created an economy in which the assets of the three richest bil
lionaires exceed the gross national product of 48 countries and their 600 
million citizens. 

This global order is neither a force of nature, nor the inevitable prod
uct of technology. It has been forged by governmentS, envisioned by con
servative ideologues and enforced by corporate muscle. It is the construct 
of the conservative movement led in the West by Thatcher, Kohl and Rea
gan when they took control of the commanding heights a quarter century 
ago. Deregulation, privatization, globalization and austerity became the 
order of the day. The price of everything was deemed more important 
than the value of anything. 

Workers across the world were targets of their offensive. In Europe 
and the U.S., unions and the civilizing rules so vital to markets are still 
under attack. In the developing world, the so called "Washington consen
sus" on deregulation, privatization, and free trade was enforced by pri
vate investors and public institutions. 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 1
16

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
13

1

116 / SWEENEY'S GRAND GESTURE 

\Ve've seen the result. The spread of sweatshops. The resurgence of child 
labor, prison and forced labor. Three hundred million more in extreme 
poverty than 10 years ago. Countries that have lost ground. A boom in 
busts in which a generation of progress is erased in a month of speculation. 
Workers everywhere trapped in a competitive race to the bottom. 

As Seattle showed, working families do not accept the notion that 
there is no alternative. There is another vision, another world. Citizens of 
conscience across the world are beginning to object. Students are orga
nizing against sweatshops. Women are marching against violence. Chil
dren rise to reclaim their childhood. Sensible economists are dissenting 
from the conservative catechism. 

At these meetings, in this moment, at this place, it is vital that we lay 
specific plans to raise the heat. That we share ideas to insure that no one 
shall divide us, North against South, rich nation against poor nation. 

The global economy that the corporations have forged can only be 
tamed by the international solidarity of working families everywhere. For 
the AFL-CIO, Seattle marked a turning. We heard the stirring calls of our 
brothers and sisters from across the world. We deepened our appreciation 
of a truly international global agenda that works for working people.l 

Delegates were impressed by these remarks, which seemed to pull very 
few punches and would have been inconceivable coming from any pre
vious AFL-CIO president. 

Yet, in slightly more than one year, many of these relationships were, 
if not shattered, called into question by the response of the AFL-CIO to 
the terrorist attacks on September I I ,  200I. In some respects, the AFL
CIO's response to September I I  had its roots in the organization's 
understanding of globalization. 

As we have seen, globalization is not solely about corporations' 
actions. Nor is it solely about new technology or about (he attitude of 
capital toward labor. Globalization is about the reorganization of 
global capitalism, and within that process, the role of nation-states is 
critical. Yet most of the U.S. trade union movement perceives globaliza
tion either as the inevitable process of capitalism or as the product of 
the activities of multinational corporations. Union leaders almost never 
connect globalization (particularly the military side of globalization) to 
U.S. foreign policy, except when it relates to U.S. trade policy. 

As progressive as Sweeney's Durban presentation was, it contained no 
significant critique of U.S. foreign policy. For the leaders of organized 
labor in the United States, globalization was about free trade and the 
movement of capita l, and therefore the failure of the federal government 
to take a firm stand in defense of working people. But they did not discuss 
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the relationship between globalization and underdevelopment-that is, 
the manner in which globalization furrhers the underdevelopment of the 
Global South. And they did not consider the relationship between global
ization and the U.S. predilection to prop up regimes that serve its interests 
and have accepted the dictates of the so-called Washington Consensus.3 
In that regard, globalization was almost a safe topic. 

Even with this incomplete understanding of globalization, the AFL
CIO and several of its affiliates recognized that the rank-and-file mem
bers of the union movement had at best a superficial understanding of 
globalization and global injustice. Thus, the AFL-CIO commissioned 
the Global Fairness educational program. Modeling the program gener
ally on the Common Sense Economics education program, AFL-CIO 
leaders hoped to use the Global Fairness program very broadly to raise 
members' awareness of trade and global policy. The program, which 
unfortunately gained little traction, suffered from some of the same 
problems that the larger analysis did. Ir failed to link globalization to 
the position of the U.S. state in the world and the strategies of its ruling 
elites for maintaining that position. 

The AFL-CIO's limited view of these issues was reflected in its reac
tion to the 9fT T terrorist attacks. As in many other places, the attacks 
created panic within the union movement generally. Almost immedi
ately, the Sweeney leadership tried to convey to President Bush that the 
time had come for a truce between labor and capital. The reasons for 
this message became clear from the actions of business after the attacks. 
The airline industry, for example, began restructuring and laying off 
workers, carrying out cutS that would have helped the industry in any 
case. Workers were reeling from the layoffs, yet many felt that they 
could not speak up during that dark hour. 

The AFL-CIO chose this moment to take out two-page spreads in 
some of the most prestigious U.S. newspapers. At the reported cost 
of approximately $750,000, these ads announced that the AFL-CIO, 
on behalf of the U.S. worker, supporred President Bush's war against 
terrorism. The ads asked only that the president not forget the U.S. 
worker. 

One cannot easily ascertain the strategic objective of this ad. The fact 
that the AFL-CIO opted to run an ad in (his situation, whereas it had 
issued nothing other than press statements in response to the everyday 
attacks on U.S. workers before September T T ,  is itself noteworthy. 
Clearly the Sweeney administration assumed that in the face of the 
al-Qaeda attack, Bush would seek allies in U.S. labor. But nothing could 
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have been further from the president's plans. The Bush administration 
had decided to carry out a war on twO frOnts: a foreign war against al
Qaeda (and Saddam Hussein's Iraq) and a domestic war against the U.S. 
worker.4 In fact, when the AFL-CIO and-separately-its affiliate the 
American Federation of Government Employees offered the Bush 
administration assistance in this time of crisis, they were both rebuffed. 

In the background, another drama was playing out. Following the ter
rorist attacks, several national labor centers from the Global South, 
including the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions, the Brazilian Cen
tral Unica dos Trabalhadores (CUT), and the Congress of South African 
Trade Unions (COSATU), issued statements calling upon the United 
States to respond to the terrorist attacks carefully and not unleash a war. 
These movemems expressed their sorrow about the attacks and opposed 
the attackers, but they did not support a U.S. military response. 

The AFL-CIO's response was to draft a letter to each of these feder
ations telling them that they had no right ro comment on the 91I I 
attacks without clearing their statements with the AFL-CIO. The letter 
then defended Bush's war against terrorism-in this case, the bombing 
and invasion of Afghanistan. The nrst draft of this letter was unaccept
ably condescending. Fortunately, cooler heads prevailed, but the final 
version still took leaders of these national labor cemers by surprise. 
They did not know how to respond to the letter's chauvinistic tone and 
approach. Ultimately, they took an interesting tactical approach: they 
ignored the AFL-CIO letter altogether. 

This incident is worth noting for several reasons. The most impor
tant is that the AFL-CIO leadership, including most of its top staff, fell 
prey to one of two problems: either individuals had no frame of refer
ence enabling them to understand the concerns of these national labor 
centers, or, as a result of the September I I  trauma, they erected a solid 
wall of denial prevenring them from recognizing that the attacks and 
any potential U.S. response would certainly raise concerns in the Global 
South. None of the national labor centers (KCTU, CUT, and COSATU) 
supported the 91I I attacks, even implicitly, but they did hope that the 
AFL-CIO and other forces of goodwill would appreciate the view of 
U.S. foreign policy among people outside the United States: that it is 
perceived as imperious, militaristic, self-serving, and offensive. None of 
these concerns resonated within the leadership ranks of organized labor 
in the United States, nor did the leaders show interest in discussing these 
issues. Perhaps the situation was roo raw, yet very litrle has happened 
since then to suggest an interest in examining these questions. One might 
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argue that the July 2005 AFL-CIO Convention resolution opposing the 
invasion of Iraq contradicts this point.s However, the resolution would 
not have succeeded without the work of the progressive U.S. Labor 
Against the War (USLAW).6 Even in light of that group's work, the lead
ership has not conducted a full review of U.S. foreign policy as a matter 
of central importance to the vision and strategy of organized labor in 
the United States. The leadership of organized labor (both within the 
AFL-CIO and within Change to Win) has been profoundly resistant to 
considering the Global South's view of the United States. Clearly such a 
review would be a source of discomfort, but it could help U.S. labor 
leaders understand why many in the Global South are skeptical of the 
sincerity of U.S. intentions, including those of the U.S. union move
ment, on the world stage'? 

The AFL-CIO's response to the buildup to the invasion and occupa
tion of Iraq further reveals the confusion within the leadership about 
how to deal with U.S. foreign policy. Despite the overwhelming evi
dence that the Bush plan to attack Iraq was grounded on ambitions 
other than the desire to take out Iraq's much-touted (but nonexistent) 
weapons of mass destruction and (equally nonexistent) links to al
Qaeda, the leadership of most U.S. unions refused to speak out on Iraq. 
The fear of being perceived as unpatriotic and the hardwiring to sup
port most U.S. foreign-policy initiatives that involve (roops led to dead 
silence in the face of the buildup, at least until the eve of the invasion. 

In advance of the invasion, the AFL-CIO finally issued a statement 
that opposed the use of military force. Yet once the invasion com
menced, the AFL-CIO issued two contradictory documents. The formal 
statement noted that because the war had begun, everyone needed to 
get behind the troops and support them. The cover letter, however, con
veyed a different message. It noted that the United States would not 
have had to face the prospect of lost lives had it followed a diplomatic 
path. The double message of the documents effectively neutralized any 
antiwar response by the leaders of organized labor, at least until later in 
2003, when a grassroots initiative took over. 

U.S. Labor Against the War emerged in late 2003 as an ad hoc orga
nization seeking to articulate a different labor message on the Iraq war 
and to challenge the U.S. union movement's stand on the war. USLAW 
soon became a major force in galvanizing antiwar sentiment within the 
union movement, ultimately triumphing, as we noted above, at the July 
2005 AFL-CIO Convention by winning the passage of a resolution call
ing for withdrawal of U.S. troops from Iraq. 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 1
20

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
13

5

120 / SWEENEY'S GRAND GESTURE 

Taken as a whole, the Sweeney administration either would not or 
could nor lead a challenge to U.S. foreign policy. It made a small break 
with previous AFL�CIO administrations in recognizing the danger glob
alization holds for the world's workers, but it has nonetheless been wiU� 
ing to accept the norion that globalization can be reformed, particularly 
if workers and unions have input in the international infrastructures sup� 
porting global capital.8 It has refused, however, to draw a link between 
corporate globalization and the military globalization taking shape in 
U.S. foreign policy. The AFL�CJO and CTW leaderships appear to equate 
patriotism with support for U.S. foreign policy and are clearly reluctant 
to entertain broad�based discussion of US. foreign policy within the 
ranks of the union membership. This view is entirely consistent with that 
of Gompers, who, following the Spanish-American War, saw the future 
of U.S. organized labor bound up with the foreign policies of the U.S. 
government. 
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P A R T  F O U R  

WHEN SILENCE ISN ' T  GOLDEN 

It is we who plowed the prairies; built the cities 
where they trade; 

Dug the mines and built the workshops; 
endless miles of railroad laid. 

Now we stand outcast and starving, 
'midst the wonders we have made; 

But the union makes us strong. 
Ralph Chaplin, 

"Sulidarity Furever," 
1 '; 11  5 
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RESTLESSNESS IN THE RANKS 

Perhaps one of the greatest ironies of the circumstances leClding up to 
the split in the AFL-CIO, a split led by the Service Employees Inter
national Union, was that during most of John Sweeney's tenure as 
AFL-CIO president, many of the affiliates viewed the AFL-CIO as the 
"AFL-SEIU." This characterization was the result of several factors. 
Obviously, Sweeney, having come from SEIU, was a source of suspicion 
among the pro-Donahue forces, and any action he took was the subject 
of caricature. Nonetheless, real issues were at stake, though interpreta
tions of them differed. 

Sweeney brought with him to the AFL-CIO three key individuals: 
Bob Welsh, his chief of staff at SEIU, who became the AFL-CIO's chief 
of staff; Denise Mitchell, who continued in her tole as assistant to the 
president for public affairs (media); and Jon Hiatt, who continued his 
role as general counsel, but now for the AFL�C10. These staff members 
joined Gerry Shea, a longtime Sweeney ally who had earlier gone to the 
AFL-C10 to work with Donahue. Shea became assistant to the presi
dent for governmental affairs. ]  Thus, key positions were in the hands of 
people with direct or indirect ties to SEIU. Nothing should have been 
surprising about this move, given that a new president typically likes to 
surround himself or herself with people who are known quantities. 

What transpired next, however, was far more complicated. Contrary 
to the mythology that Sweeney and Welsh went out of their way to 
recruit SEIU personnel to fill positions at the AFL-CIO, the new leaders 

123 
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actually made a sincere artempt to bring in first-class staff from other 
affiliates. This effort encountered resistance from the affiliates them
selves, with the affiliate presidents often blocking recruitment anempts.2 
Sweeney increasingly drew on SElU staff people as a result. 

Sweeney became the target of some unfair attacks, sometimes by the 
same unions that had refused to let him recruit their staff, for increasing 
the SEIU presence in the AFL-CIO. For those who did not know what 
was actually going on, this hiring trend led to increased suspicion. 

As rhe years proceeded, the affiliates measured virtually every one of 

Sweeney's decisions by whether his actions benefited SEIU. The 2000 

debate about the AFL-CIO's core jurisdiction is a case in point.3 The 
real question at stake in this debate was whether the union movement 
would conduct strategic organizingj however, opponents of Sweeney's 
proposals for core jurisdiction-including some unions currenrly in the 
Change to Win Federation-described the proposals as a naked attempt 
by Sweeney to ensure hegemony for SEIU, particularly in health care. 
Some of these attacks, when affiliates were being more generous, 
emphasized Sweeney's alleged bias favoring service-sector unions. This 
latter concern was in evidence in debates about trade from 1999 on, 
including in allegations that Sweeney was not as forceful about trade 
issues as he should be because of his origins in and bias toward the 
service-sector unions (which are theoretically nor as affected by interna
tional trade as the manufacturing sector is). 

Much of these innuendos, half-truths, and caricatures substituted for 
genuine debate about the purpose and operation of the AFL-CIO. Thus, 
instead of conducting an honest and open debate about international 
trade, affiliates viewed Sweeney's actions through a lens placing the 
service sector in conflict with the manufacturing sector. As a result, they 
missed opportunities to debate other important matters, such as how to 
understand globalization or how to conduct relations with the Clinton 
administration. 

The tensions that eventually led to the polarizing split stemmed from 
the very beginning of the Sweeney administration. Sweeney's consensus
based leadership style led to a series of advances and retreats on various 
initiatives, thereby frustrating key allies, such as SElU's Andy Stern, and 
only temporarily placating opponents. The lack of a truly open forum 
for debate, and the toxic culture within the overall union movement 
that denies the importance of debate, conspired to prevent the develop
ment of an atmosphere of trust and to convince affiliates that their con
cerns were being heard. 
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This problem had many faces. The 1999 early endorsement of Al 
Gore for president was extremely controversial, for instance. Sweeney 
was convinced that if the union movement did not influence the Gore 
campaign quickly, Gore would lose and Senator Bill Bradley would win 
the nomination only to lose the general election. Several affiliates 
pushed back on hearing of the move toward early endorsement, but the 
only glimmer of debate came at the August T999 AFL�C10 Executive 
Council, where the late UAW president Steve Yokich made an unusually 
candid and impassioned argument against an early nomination, citing 
the failure of the union movement to gain sufficient guarantees from the 
Gore campaign of his support on key worker issues. Yokich wanted the 
AFL�CIO to hold out longer and press the Gore campaign harder. He 
received a polite hearing, but his audience ignored his argument, and 
the early endorsement was advanced at the October 1999 Convention. 

The affiliates also became increasingly suspicious of AFL�CIO staff of 
all backgrounds. Whereas Sweeney, as an individual, was held in great 
respect by most of the affiliate leaders, choruses criticizing the staff 
increased in volume. For instance, affiliates criticized the Field Mobiliza
tion Department-which Sweeney had reconstructed and renamed as 
the staff arm to work with central labor councils and state federations 
and in various campaigns-for being bloated, unfocused, and often use· 
less. More unsettling, however, was the sense among affiliates that the 
AFL-C10 staff, including but not limited to people in Field Mobilization, 
was telling the affiliates what to do and was treating the affiliates as local 
unions rather than as fully independent union organizations.4 

In the debate leading to the AFL-CIO split, SEIU president Andy Stern 
said that he had attempted to offer suggestions and criticisms for years 
but had not been heard. He was undoubtedly correct, though this fact in 
no way justifies the circumstances under which the split took place. Ten
sions and frustrations were evident as early as the October 1999 AFL
CIO Convention. They intensified throughout 2000 with the core 
jurisdiction debate and preparation for the 2000 presidential election 
and finally led to the paralysis we discussed earlier in the immediate 
aftermath of the November/December 2000 selection of George Bush. 

A SPLIT THAT BEGAN IN  SILENCE 

The signs that the AFL-C10 was fragmenting appeared immediately 
after George W. Bush was sworn in as president. Bush made an interest
ingly calculated outreach to certain unions, including the Teamsters and 
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Carpenters, to begin discussions about his policies. But he ignored the 
AFL-CIO. Though some affiliates immediately denounced the Bush 
administration's tactics, other unions quietly met with the new adminis
tration. The Sweeney leadership seemed to have lost the authority to 
hold these unions in check. In particular, many people saw the Team
sters' response to Bush as an act of revenge for the AFL-CIO's perceived 
interference in Teamster internal affairs.s 

Discussions that led eventually to the New Unity Partnership, and in 
due course the split in the AFL-CIO, seem to have begun very quietly 
and informally some time in 2001.6 As of this writing, no details are 
available about the discussions or the participants, but at some point in 
2001, the tensions and frustrations that had been mounting led some 
affiliates to consider taking new actions to protect the future of orga
nized labor. The sources of frustration ran the gamut from disagree
ments with Sweeney's leadership style to questions about the usefulness 
of AFL-CIO staff and the slow pace of organizing among the affiliates. 

The catalyst for the split was clearly the decision by the Carpenters 
Union to withdraw from the AFL-CIO. Tensions with the Carpenters 
had been rising since Sweeney rook over the AFL-CIO. Douglas McCar
ron, president of the Carpenters Union, had risen to power shortly 
before the 1995 contest for the AFL-CiO presidency. Reversing the 
position of his union, McCarron threw his support to Donahue. He 
then began reconstructing the Carpenters Union in fundamental ways. 

Never ashamed of being compared with the infamous AI "Chain
saw" Dunlop from Sunbeam (known for rebuilding organizations by 
virtually destroying them), McCarron transformed the Carpenters 
Union into a highly corporate organizing machine guided by a particu
larly blatant form of right-wing trade unionism. McCarron denuded the 
Education Department of the union, for instance-a department that 
had an impressive reputation with the building trades and, for that mat
ter, within the union movement generally. He cut other functions that he 
considered irrelevant to organizing and then turned his attention to 
restructuring the field and especially to altering the power of the local 
unions so that the individuals he appointed held control. Union consol
idation took place, and McCarron eliminated any notion of local union 
autonomy, all in the name of supporting organizing. 

McCarron raised many eyebrows as he relentlessly transformed the 
Carpenters Union. First, he envisioned the union as a limited structure 
with a narrowly defined purpose: collective bargaining. In his view (as 
demonstrated by his priorities), other functions, such as education and 
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civil rights, were clearly subordinate to this purpose, if not distractions 
to be dropped altogether. Second, McCarron argued for reorganizing the 
building trades to do away with separate craft unions and form one 
union. The idea of applying industrial unionism to the building trades 
was not new, but the rationale was: to make life easier for employers. 
McCarron's union was ro provide a mechanism for "one-stop shopping" 
by employers. This peculiar pro-employer orientation continued to 
emerge as the sparring within the AFL-CIO leadership continued over 
the next several years. Third, McCarron's views of politics placed him 
squarely within the camp of George W. Bush. He largely ignored every 
action that the Bush administration took against workers and unions 
(and he certainly ignored Bush's international agenda), looking upon 
Bush as a friend and inviting him to Carpenters Union conventions. 

McCarron rook the position that the AFL-CIO had the wrong prior
ities and was not spending its resources appropriately. Interestingly, JUSt 
as with some of his future allies in the New Unity Partnership and the 
Change to Win coalition, McCarron did not express his views openly at 
AFL-CIO Executive Council meetings. In fact, he avoided Executive 
Council meetings like sailors avoid a plague ship. When he did attend, 
he put in only brief appearances and said not a word. Although McCar
ron had plenty of opportunities to publicly raise differences with 
Sweeney and other leaders about the direction of the AFL-CIO, he 
seized none of them. Instead, he folded his tent neatly and quietly and 
disappeared. Outside of Executive Council meetings, however, McCar
ron rarely muted his voice. 

The response to McCarron in the union movement was both compli
cated and contradictory. He alienated many in the building trades with 
his notion of one-stop shopping for contractors; they considered his 
position to represent either quintessential class collaborationism or 
advocacy of a turf war with other building trades unions.7 

Progressives' response, however, was even more interesting. Former 
AFL-CIO organizing director Richard Bensinger, a strong and committed 
progressive trade unionist, cultivated a fairly close relationship with 
McCarron, citing McCarron's strong dedication to organizing. This view 
began ro take hold in various circles, ultimately finding voice among lead
ers of the SEfU and other unions. It is therefore worth examination. 

For many labor progressives, the element at stake in McCarron's 
restructuring of the Carpenters Union was not the number of workers 
he had organized or the character of the union he was building. Rather, 
McCarron's maverick and audacious approach was attractive to many 
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a trade unionist who was disappointed by the slow pace of change in 
most of organized labot. 

Thus, segments of the left wing of labor decided to ally themselves 
with pragmatists (and, indeed, with the traditionalists at times) under 
the practical and ideological domination of the pragmatists. We call this 
move the "ideologizing of organizing," which holds that organizing 
workers into unions is, in and of itself, a progressive, if not revolution
ary, action. When one ideologizes organizing, one chooses to ignore the 
character of the union or unionism and proceeds with the conviction 
that things will work OUt in the end. Thus, progressives decided that 
McCarron's politics and restructuring of his union were, at best, of sec
ondary importance to his commitment to organizing. 

Though workers are generally better off being in unions than not, we 
must ask serious questions about the ideologizing of organizing. For 
example, in the extreme situation in prewar Germany or Italy, where 
workers were organized into fascist unions, should we withhold judg
ment about the unions' political and ideological context? Hardly. The 
United States has a history of mobbed-up unions' undertaking organizing 
for reasons that have nothing to do with the conditions of the workers. 
Are we incorrect to analyze the nature of such unions and raise doubts 
about the prudence of encouraging workers to join these organizations? 

Organizing does not take place in the abstract, yet the proponents of 
the ideologizing of organizing (a term they would not accept) have 
defined the satisfactory outcome of organizing in a highly pragmatic 
way: as the incorporation of workers into a union with a collective
bargaining agreement. McCarron's corporate model is not simply 
hierarchical; it is also effectively patriarchal, because it removes the 
organization from the hands of workers and empowers the union lead
ership to make virtually every decision for the workers. 

This approach also holds, whether explicitly or implicitly, that issues 
outside of collective bargaining are irrelevant. Thus, whether McCar
ron suppOrts the illegal war in and occupation of Iraq or whether he is 
close to Bush is unimportant as long as he is commined to organizing. 
The implications of this view are scary to many in the union movement. 

The ideologizing of organizing in the trade union movement is a 
response to the collapse or absence (depending on one's point of view) 
of a Left project.8 The crisis of socialism-uncertainty about the best 
path toward creating a progressive, postcapitalist society-has been sig
nificant not just to the Marxist-Leninist or communist Left but also to 
social democrats and other people with leftist tendencies. For those on 
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the left who saw in trade union work one of the fronts (if not the prin
cipal frOnt) for building class consciousness toward a project for social
ism or postcapitalism, a void opened up beginning in the late T970s, 
when significant questions were raised, practically and theoretically, 
about a postcapitalist vision. Instead of launching a Left project to 
transform unions into vehicles that could contribute to the struggle 
against capitalism and for social justice, the crisis of socialism opened 
up the question of whether anything is capable of replacing capitalism. 

For those who either did not wish (Q face this question or succumbed 
to feelings of defeat, the next question was what course of action was 
possible for people committed to improving the conditions of the work
ing class. In giving up on the possibility of a progressive, postcapitalist 
project, segments of the left wing of labor tended to treat the organiza
tion of workers into unions as the central project. Indeed, although the 
arrack on workers by capital made the building of working-class organ
izations, including but not limited to trade unions, a critical task, the 
urgency of this work obscured people's recognition of the larger chal
lenge of social j ustice. Those who would ideologize union organizing 
seemed, at least at nrst glance, to be at the cutting edge of trade union 
politics. Yet in abdicating a Left project to focus on the purity of organ
izing, those who ideologized organizing began moving down a slippery 
slope. They seemed to have put on blinders that forced them to look at 
the world from a very narrow perspective. 

McCarron's break provided an unexpected opening for other affili
ates to articulate broader concerns about the direction of the AFL-CIO 
(the opportunity was "unexpected" in that McCarron had few public 
allies on the Executive Council). His split apparently catalyzed informal 
discussions within SEIU that led building services director Steven Lerner 
to leak a paper discussing what the union movement needed to do to 
experience a revival. An official version of this paper, "United We Win," 
ignited a badly needed discussion about the future of organized labor. 
Unfortunately, though Lerner's paper ignited a discussion, the debate 
failed to unfold in a comprehensive and broad-scale manner, giving rise 
to our use of the term undebate to describe the two years before the 
AFL-CIO split. 

SEIU was the first to raise the core arguments, later echoed by its 
allies in the New Unity Partnership and still later, by the Change to Win 
Federation.9 After acknowledging the crisis facing the union movement 
and the continued decline in the percentage of workers represented by 
unions, the groups advanced the following "solutions": 
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Consolidation. The starting poinr for the SEIU, one related to its 
position on core jurisdiction, was that a surplus of unions was creat
ing overlap and inefficiency in organizing and representing workers. 
The labor movement therefore needed to consolidate. 

• Core ;urisdictioll. Beginning around 2000, Sweeney anempted to 
advance a discussion of core jurisdiction in the AFL-CIO. SEIU took 
this move as an endorsement of its vision of a new unionism. A defi
nition of the core jurisdiction would determine how many unions 
were permined in the federation. Thus, SEIU proposed reducing the 
number of unions according to a common jurisdiction. 

• Pragmatic international solidarity. Although SEIU acted as if it had 
invented the idea of forging international solidarity with unions in 
the same or similar jurisdictions, it was far from the first ro make 
this case. 10 However, SElU initiated more high-profile contacts with 
other unions overseas chan most other U.S.-based unions had and 
frequently made a point of ignoring the so-called global union feder
ations covering or responsible for chat sector. In fact, people within 
SElU privately suggested that their organization was doing, interna
tionally, what the global union federations should be doing (and in 
some cases SEIU was clearly right). SEIU was, in effect, prepared to 
put its money where its mouth was. It saw the need for a global 
union to address a global industry. 

• Domestic political flexibility by organized labor.The notion that 
organized labor cannot afford to ally itself with only one political 
party or position on the political spectrum has been the source of 
much controversy. The idea that organized labor has no permanent 
friends or permanent enemies, only permanent interests, is straight 
from Gompers (as are most of the points above). In this case, SEIU 
said that the Democratic Party had been given a pass by organized 
labor and thac the Democracs needed to be challenged to be 
accountable to the demands of labor. 

Though the argumenrs advanced by SEIU and others could have rep
resented the beginning of a promising debate, they failed to do so. The 
analysis that was so desperately needed to chart a new course was not 
forthcoming, except at a superficial level. Thus, the srorm clouds brought 
in much wind but little rain. 
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CH ANGE TO WIN 

A Return to Compers? 

We get a sense of back to the future when we read some of the notions 

that passed for new ideas in the AFL-CIO's debate. Indeed, beneath the 
surface, we see the ideas of both Samuel Gompers and Walter Reuther. 

When we look at the four solutions proposed by SEIU, and later by 
the New Unity Partnership and Change to Win, several points come ro 
mind. First, no fundamental differences-at least no split-worthy differ
ences-exist in the union movement about the issues in question: consol
idation, core jurisdiction, pragmatic international solidarity, and political 
flexibility. Second, the people presenting these concepts have generally 
done so with no historic context, a point that is especially relevant to the 
issue of union consolidation. Third, one reason that no strong differences 
have emerged is that the twO sides of the divide in organized labor share 
a common ideological assumption that goes back to Gompers. 

Perhaps the most striking feature of the debate, including the four pro
posals and their opponents' rejoinders, is the lack of context-that is, 
the lack of analysis of the current global and domestic situation. On 
occasion, rhetoric tried to pass for analysis. For example, at the fall 
2004 Cornell University Global Unionism conference in New York City, 
two leaders of the CTW coalition offered exciting and moving speeches 
about the state of workers in the United States and about the state of the 
union movement. Yet these presentations paled next to the true analysis 

131 
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by General Secretary Zwelinzima Vavi of the Congress of South African 
Trade Unions, who took on the questions of globalization and eco
nomic development and linked them to the union movement.' 

The debate tended to focus on a few themes: the wrongs faced by the 
U.S. working class, the impact of globalization, acknowledgment that 
the U.S. movement has not been proactive in organizing, and recogni
tion that something needs to change. The absence of concrete analysis 
impeded the ability to come up with substantive solutions, particularly 
given that union members' declining share of the workforce opens the 
door to myriad pOSSIble conclusions about the future direction the 
union movement should take. Absent from the discussion was any sig
nificant attention to the political and economic factors in which the 
working class struggles against capital. For example, the question of 
technology (both as a response to class struggle and as a response to 
competition among capitalists) was not a high-priority topic. The intro
duction of new forms of technology, particularly computerization and 
robotics, raises significant questions about the shape of the workforce 
generally and the working class in particular. Skilling and deskilling of 
work, not to mention questions of distance work and the changing size 
of workplaces, have a major impact on any organizing strategy. Yet the 
discussion we call the "undebate" never tackled these questions; no one 
even put (hem on the table for future discussion. 

The proponents of change-and eventually of the split-appeared to 
steer clear of such an analysis. As became clear over time, however, the 
debate carried an implicit analysis. The following sections look at each 
proposal in turn and explore how each stacked up against the orienta
tion of the Sweeney team. 

CONSOLIDATION 

For many U.S. trade unionists, proposals suggesting union consolida
tion both made immediate sense and were unthinkable. Despite the for
mal number of unions in the AFL-CIO (approximately sixty-three prior 
to the split), the majority of union members are represented by only ten 
to fifteen unions. The call for consolidation was at least an attempt to 
deal rationally with the problem of inadequate resources. Some unions 
are so small that they are unlikely in today's world to gain the resource 
capacity they need to grow. Thus, from one perspective, consolidation 
into a smaller number of unions with greater levels of resources would 
increase the possibility of movement growth. To support this argument, 
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at least in the late 1990S and early 2000S, some in the U.S. trade union 
movement cited the example of Australia as a potentially hopeful direc
tion to follow. 

Declining union membership in Australia brought with it, much as in 
the United States, a series of discussions, some of which concluded that 
mergers would be the best way to halt the deterioration. From the early 
T990S, when the Australian movement had 295 unions, consolidation 
has evolved to the point that 20 unions, constituting a mix of multijuris
dictional and industrial unions, now represent 80 percent of all union 
members. Not only did this consolidation fail to halt the membership 
decline, but also the Australian working class came under assault by 
political conservatives in the government, a situation that the umon 
movement seemed unable to stop.2 

Neither the proponents of consolidation nor the Sweeney camp 
brought up the real-world outcome in Australia when discussing the 
issue of consolidation. At best, and in more informal settings, some pro
ponents of consolidation implied that the U.S. movement might have 
something to learn from Australia, but they then backtracked on the the

ory that the Australians did not put sufficient resources into organizing 
at the same time that they were consolidating. The call for consolidation 
further ignored a critical fact; some unions, despite their size, have 
power because of the important space they occupy in the economy. 
Thus, the International Longshore and Warehouse Union (ILWU), repre
senting dockworkers and warehouse workers on the West Coast and in 
Hawaii, has substantial power in the longshore industry (and in the state 
of Hawaii given the nature of the state's economy). A merger with 
another transportation union would not necessarily enhance the power 
of these workers, though building links with other such unions would 
certainly be beneficial. In contrast, the United Food and Commercial 
Workers union, although it is very large, is not necessarily a powerhouse 
in its key sectors.3 Elevating consolidation to a principle, or identifying it 
as the key link to building power, ignores the importance of analyzing 
the balance of power in each industry and identifying the pressure points 
through which a given union can exert or influence power.4 

CORE J U R ISDICTION 

Trade unionists familiar with the often-senseless competition among 
unions for workers, regardless of the historical origins of the unions 
involved, saw in the call for core jurisdiction an attempt to rationalize 
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the approach taken by unions to organizing unorganized workers. 
Essentially following from the notion of one industry/one union, the pro
posals for core jurisdiction were straightforward. Unions should focus 
on the type(s) of workers who are the core of their identity and work. 
The most obvious examples are in manufacturing; for example, the 
assumption would be that the United Auto Workers would focus on 
auto-related workers as well as on aerospace workers. An expanded 
notion of core jurisdiction is also possible: for example, the UAW could 
take on the mantle of organizing other metalworkers (which was the 
plan when the UAW, United Steelworkers of America, and International 
Association of Machinists discussed merging in T995). In the service sec
tor, the American Federation of Teachers has a core jurisdiction in edu
cation and health care (specifically nurses). Thus, its organizing would 
focus on workers in those arenas rather than, say, those in fast food. 

The core jurisdiction concept met major resistance, including from 
some unions currently in the Change to Win Federation. Ironically, 
some of the same unions that have recently joined hands with SEIU 
accused the Sweeney-led AFL-CIO of pushing the concept of core juris
diction in order to benent SEIU! In fact, during the heated discussions in 
the weeks before the AFL-CIO Convention, when unions were, theoret
ically at least, attempting to clarify their positions (and Change to Win 
was attempting to assert and clarify its alleged principled differences 
with the Sweeney leadership), the CTW forces stumbled over this con
cept. In a fascinating interview with key union leaders, activist-scholar 
janice Fine posed the question of core jurisdiction to CTW stalwart and 
Teamster president james Hoffa: 

Q: James Hoffa, the Teamsters are the most general union of all. Why 
are you on a team that is so clearly emphasizing uniting workers 
by core industries? You organize in every industry. Are you going 
to stop doing this? 

Hoffa: Absolutely not. We would not give up members. But we feel that if 
a union is going to get the organizing rebate money from the AFL
CIO, it should be for organizing in their core industries, not JUSt 
for going out and organizing zookeepers or something like that
what we have at the San Diego Zoo. We have from A to Z in our 
union, airline pilots to zookeepers, but we felt that the money that 
comes from the rebate program should go to each union for orga
nizing their core industries. We will never just be a trucking or 
transportation union. We will always be a general union, and we 
are not giving up our right.5 

Some would see this response as a case of "do what I say, nor what I do." 
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Core jurisdiction proponents ignored some significant implications 
of the notion. Larry Cohen, president of the Communications Workers 
of America (CWA), suggested some of these implications before the 
split. In a speech at a December 2005 conference in New York City 
sponsored by the journal New Labor Forum, Cohen, then CWA execu
tive vice-president, asked, "What is the relationship between industry 
and enterprise?"  We would deepen this question and ask, what is the 
relationship between ownership and product? If General Electric owns 
NBC, for instance, what should be the relationship between unions rep
resenting workers in both "industries" ?  Indeed, what is an "industry" 
in this era of networked production and diverse ownership? 

The discussion seemed to have overlooked other concerns. In some 
sec[Ors, new and old, workers tend to identify on the basis of trade or 
craft. Ironworkers, for instance, although part of the larger building 
trades industry, do not identify with construction workers in general 
and certainly do not identify with employers. Though some form of 
industrial organization for building trades workers has long been under 
discussion, such a method may well not be ideal and is unlikely ever to 
become the exclusive form of organization of workers in the building 
trades. In fact, given the changes under way in the nonunion sector of 
the building trades, we might see the emergence of different forms of 
organizing. An analogy is the organization of shipyards, which have 
both industrial forms of organizing (represented by the former Indus
trial Union of Marine and Shipbuilding Workers of America-which in 
the 1980s merged into the Machinists) and the Metal Trades Councils, 
which organizes skilled craft unions by craft.6 

In the computer industry, this question has already emerged. One 
could make an argument for organizing all workers-wall-to-wall
within the computer industry. However, identification by skill or trade
for example, for computer programmers-may become the point of 
reference for organizing. What would this form of organization mean for 
core jurisdiction? 

Core jurisdiction has an interesting geographical dimension. Labor 
history offers examples of workers in specific areas, such as cities or 
counties, who have rallied [0 a union outside of their industry because 
of the union's strength and reputation in their area. The United Mine 
Workers of America, United Auto Workers, International Longshore 
and Warehouse Union, and United Electrical Workers, among others, 
have had such experiences. The UMWA might organize workers outside 
of the mining industry because of its relative strength in a particular 
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community. The ILWU has become the most significant umon III 
Hawaii, organizing far beyond its official jurisdiction. In Boston during 
the T 980S, workers from various sectors were often attracted to HERE 
Local 26 because of its creativity, militancy, and influence within the 
city. Such activities do not fall so easily into the practice of organizing 
any workers that happen to be available. 

In the United States of the twenty-first century, a new geographic issue 
calls into question a narrow interpretation of core jurisdiction. Today 
entire states, such as Mississippi, have minimal unionization. A union 
with enough resources might choose to organize workers in the state of 
Mississippi beyond its jurisdiction. Such a decision need not be frivolous 
if such a union makes a commitment to the state. In fact, such an 
approach might be necessary to organize workers in the U.S. Sun Belt. 

Thus, the elevation of core jurisdiction to a principle missed a larger 
and more critical point. Are unions prepared to make a long-term com
mitment to organizing workers on a rational basis? To what extent are 
union leaders making decisions according to a strategic plan for an 
industry, occupation, geography, or other factor as opposed to capital
izing on the opportunity of the moment? By posing the problem nar
rowly, CTW locked itself into an internally inconsistent approach and 
risked strategic shortsightedness. 

PRAGMATIC I N T E R NATIONAL SOLIDARITY 

True international labor solidarity has both haunted and eluded the 
U.S. trade union movement for most of its existence. Forces within the 
Left of the union movement have, over time, attempted to promote a 
dual notion of solidarity that combines sectoral solidarity and social 
justice solidarity, for lack of better terms. The official trade union move
menr practiced an additional form of "solidarity"-using that term very 
broadly-in taking a position against communism during the Cold War: 
"solidarity" with anticommunist and anti-left-wing forces. 

Leaving aside Cold War unionism (an oxymoron), sectoral and social 
justice solidarity have both been features of U.S. trade unionism, but nei
ther has held sway in the U.S. labor movement. Sectoral solidarity is the 
unity of workers in the same industry or sector of the economy. The long
shore industry is a case in point: international solidarity among dock
workers has been a feature of the union's life and thinking for decades. 
Many other unions ha ve adopted such sectoral, or pragmatic, solidarity 
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on a more tactical basis-that is, when they considered it beneficial to the 
U.S.-based union. 

Social justice solidarity is a broader concept of international work
ing-class unity. Whether in the relatively recenr past, such as U.S. work
ers' unity with workers and peasants in Latin America struggling 
against U.S.-backed repressive regimes in the 1980s, or U.S. workers' 
support of the antiapartheid movement in South Africa, such expres
sions of solidarity have gone far beyond the pursuit of sector-based or 
self-interested unity. 

Change to Win advocated a form of sectoral or pragmatic solidar
ity. The activities of SEIU and UNITE HERE! have elements of this 
approach. First, the unions advocate unity based on sector and on com
mon interests. Second, and in praccice, the initiative comes from the U.S. 
side and does not generally grow out of a reciprocal relationship. Third, 
despite the existence of global union federations, the unions tend to 
downplay the importance of reconstructing these institutions to suit the 
needs of the twenty-first century'? Fourth, and quite ominously, the 
advocates of pragmatic solidarity began espousing the need for one 
global union in each sector (or industry) without careful attention to the 
implications of this notion. 

In general, nothing is wrong with pragmatic solidarity. Building ties 
along sector or industry lines can broaden an organization's concept of 
self-interest, and in some cases, the notion of class interests. Yet the 
pragmatic solidarity advanced by CTW, as with its other positions, 
lacks the support of a comprehensive political and economic analysis. 
In some cases, it also seems to lack historical analysis. 

In view of U.S. history, the first and most obvious question is whether 
the solidarity proposed by CTW will be reciprocal. Usually justifying 
their positions by citing various statutes, U.S. unions notoriously-with 
few exceptions-find reasons not to express practical forms of solidar
ity with unions overseas. For example, whereas in the T98os, South 
African trade unions conducted a sympathy strike with U.S. workers in 
Freehold, New Jersey, one cannot easily find examples in the recent past 
of similar actions by U.S.-based unions, with the notable exception of 
the ILWU. Thus, one might ask whether the international pacts under 
consideration would be strategic alliances or alliances of convenience. 

This quescion came to the fore in 2002-03 when UNITE (before its 
merger with HERE) sought to build a global coalition of garment work
ers unions. The formation of this coalition signaled criticism of the 
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global union federation for the sector (the International Textile, Gar
ment, and Leather Workers Federation). The coalition, however, both in 
the manner in which it was formed and in the way it was led, reflected 
the needs of UNITE more than it reflected the needs of the coalition 
partners. Though the coalition was not itself a bad initiative, i t  
appeared to be more of a support group for UNITE than a multilateral 
alliance of partners taking on a set of common opponents. 

In turn, little evidence exists that C1W analyzed the strengths and 
weaknesses of the global union federations to help formulate an 
approach to these institutions. Some people delivered speeches about 
the archaic nature of various labor bodies but offered no leadership in 
determining which labor bodies are archaic and why they are so. With
out analysis of these institutions, no one can determine whether their 
dysfunction stems from poor leadership or from a systemic problem. 
Further, no one has attempted ro define conditions and requirements for 
reforming them. One troubling feature of the current discussion of 
pragmatic solidarity has been support for establishing one global union 
(rather than a global union federation) for each industry. At first glance, 
this proposal appears to be a rendition of the old Wobbly notion of one 
big union, but upon further inspection, it is not quite that.s Beginning in 
the late nineteenth century, the notion of international trade unions 
took hold among U.S. trade unionists. This concept was a U.S.-based 
(and U.S.-centric) view of unions that emerged and coincided with the 
birth of U.S. imperialism. Many U.S. trade unionists at the time seemed 
to view so-called international trade unionism as a form of trade union 
Manifest Destiny. Paul Suhle noted, for instance: 

The AFL president [Campers] had meanwhile already quietly laid out 
plans for a business union internationalism. Endorsing the "ward" status 
of U.S. rule in Puerto Rico and the Philippines, he insisted upon the right 
to create AFL-style unions in such places as the U.S. conquered. He 
rationalized that colonial status would give workers the high wages to 
buy American products and simultaneously make products manufactured 
in these places sufficiently expensive that American capitalists would 
become uninterested in exporting jobs there.9 

For this reason alone, u.s. unionists must be careful in their use of cer
tain terms. 

When CTW leaders refer to a global union for each sector, do they 
really envision only one union per sector? Do they mean that all janitors 
or truck drivers, whether in Buenos Aires, Berkeley, or Belgrade, will be 
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in the same union? If so, where is the corresponding discussion of 
nation-state foreign policy, specifically the relationship of the U.S. gov
ernment to the workers and other peoples of the various countries? 
Who would run these global unions? What level of autonomy-if any
would national unions have?10 

Given the lack of any answers to these questions, we must ask if the 
use of the phrase global union is simply a semantic matter-that is, that 
the proposal does not envision literally one global union for each sector 
but really a revamping of global union federations. Or, in the alterna
tive, is the idea that unions in the same sector would meld inco one 
international union for that sector of the economy? 

We see many practical reasons for demanding further exploration 
and explanation of CTW's and others' concept of global unionism. For 
example, given that most of the world and certainly most international 
trade unionists are against the U.S. occupation of Iraq, does the CTW 
concept of global unionism provide a mechanism through which a 
global union of food workers, for the sake of argument, could take a 
position against the U.S. invasion that was binding on U.S. members? 
Could such a global union demand that the U.S. affiliate work against 
the invasion? If not, perhaps the CTW is not talking about a global 
union but about revamped global union federations. 

DOMESTIC POLITICAL FLEXIBILITY 

In the AFL-CIO debate, a critique that initially sparked interest and 
suppOrt among progressives evolved into an ahistorical and perplexing 
position on electoral politics. Attempting to distinguish itself from the 
Sweeney leadership, which has had a nearly uncritical relationship with 
the Democratic Party, the CTW coalition denounced the organization's 
partisanship. It argued that organized labor must distance itself from 
any political party and noted that the AFL-CIO seemed more concerned 
about cementing its ties with the Democratic Party than about ensuring 
that workers receive proper representation in  the political realm. Thus, 
the CTW announced that organized labor's political allegiance could no 
longer be taken for granted. 

Had the story ended there, it might have signaled the start of new 
and creative politics. Instead, as the outlines of the rhetoric have been 
filled in, we find that "independence," for the CTW Federation, is more 
of a retreat into a Gompers-like stance. It does not mean the establish
ment of a political organization or party to represent the interests of the 
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working class; it describes the ability of organized labor to do a dance 
between the two established political patties. 

For all of the CTW camp's criticism of the AFL-CIO for devoting too 
many resources ro politics and nor enough to organizing, the CT\V affil
iates have offered a great deal of financial suppOrt to political candi
dates. SEIU, for instance, devoted millions of dollars to the 2004 
presidential elections. In fact, CTW leaders, including former HERE 
president John Wilhelm (now head of the hospitality division of UNITE 
HERE!), have touted the importance of the AFL-CIO's role in politics: 

Wilhelm: My own view abour the AFL-CIO, and I've expressed this view 
to President Sweeney and the executive council, is that after the 
November 120041 elections, the AFL-CIO should do two things: 
I think that it should do politics, and I think it should do Wal
Mart . . . .  Bur there's a diversity of opinion on that, and frankly 
there is no consensus about the role of the AFL-CIO in organiz
ing at all. I think there's a general consensus about the role of the 
AFL-CrO in politics, in national politics, but there isn't any con
sensus on the AFL-CIO's role in organizing. I I 

Wilhelm's remarks offer a more balanced view of the relations between 
politics and organizing than those that the CTW coalition presented to 
the AFL-CIO Convention. Indeed, the last sentence in the Wilhelm inter
view-cited above-is critically important. Wilhelm acknowledges that, 
at the time of the interview (2004), the AFL-CiO had no consensus on its 
proper role in organizing but it had forged consensus on politics. I f  he is 
right, on what basis can someone criticize the AFL-CIO for being too 
involved in political action? This revelation by Wilhelm points to the fact 
that the role of the AFL-CIO in organizing had never been clearly estab
lished during the Sweeney years and should have been the subject of a 
comprehensive struggle rather than an exchange of rhetoric. 

The CTW Federation, however, seems to see a need to cultivate 
stronger relations with the Republican Party as a counterweight to the 
Democrats. This strategy has a certain logic, given that the Carpenters 
Union has strong ties with the Bush administration, and the Teamsters 
Union has a long history of relations with the Republicans. SEIU itself, 
in 2004, provided the Republican Governors' Association with a contri
bution of $500,000. 

However, the crw position rests on a problematic premise. The 
Republican Party had no social forces committed to organized labor. The 
pro-New Deal members (or those that offered critical support to the New 
Deal) that existed in the Republican Party at one point, such as Nelson 
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Rockefeller and Jacob Javits, have vanished or been marginalized.12 In 
their place are people who are willing to take union money and manipu
late divisions within the ranks of organized labor but who do not advance 
even the narrowest defense of trade unionism. The Republicans are gen
erally hostile to the interests of organized labor-as an institution-and 
the working class. Moreover, the party does not offer the formal accep
tance of unions that one finds in the Democratic Pany, even within its 
more conservative wing, such as the Democratic leadership Council. 

The real-world politics of the CTW Federation will undoubtedly 
prevent it from venturing down the path of legitimate independent 
working-class political action. The components of the CTW Federation 
are themselves quite divided about unions' proper role in politics. Their 
initial inability to take a stand on the Iraq war, for instance, is a sign 
that CTW's internal contradictions were not dissimilar from those 
within the AFl-CIO, which not until the 2005 convention, as a result of 
the excellent work of U.S. Labor Against the War, was able to agree to 
call for a withdrawal of u.s. troops. 13 

In effect, CTW, following the Campers tradition, accepts politics as 

based in the two-party system and believes that the role of the trade 
union movement is to operate as a pressure group on one or the other 
of the two fundamentally capitalist parties. Although the U.S. electoral 
system complicates efforts to form minor political parties, the CTW 
Federation does not appear to be entertaining the thought of forming a 
legitimate political organization (nonparty) to advance working-class 
inrerests.14 This stance seems to abdicate the notion of class politics and 
see the union as a pressure group or special interest group for a partic
ular constituency. For the coalition, as for Campers, the working class 
is a fishing pond from which the union movement can catch or attract 
members, rather than a social force that the union movement hopes to 
organize and mobilize toward a broader progressive project. 

All in all, the arguments advanced by the C1W are not particularly 
profound or revolutionary, but instead are a twenty-first-century ver
sion of the vision advanced by Samuel Campers. They represent a nco
Gompersian perspective because of the absence of a transformative 
project; the absence of a true master narrative to link the economic 
struggle with other struggles for social justice; and, fundamentally, 
explicit acceptance of the role of the union movement as a junior parr
ner of capital. Finally, Gompers waS the architect of a form of unionism 
that became known as job-conscious unionism, pure-and-simple union
ism, or bread-and-butter unionism. In this form, the role of the union 
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was not a political one, and, indeed, had no broad social parameters. 
Not only did job-conscious unionism focus on the problems at the job 
(or in a more liberal fashion, in work) to the exclusion of other arenas, 
but it also defined political activity in fairly narrow terms. Thus, nor 
only did Gompers-style unionism abdicate a transformative project, but 
it abdicated any project outside of guarding the economic gate for those 
lucky enough to have entered. In this sense, the CTW approach fits well 
within this mold. 

Tn reviewing rhe CTW side of the split in the AFL-CTO, we must 
draw from piecemeal information, because the views of CTW are far 
from consolidated. Yet the most articulate views on the desired form of 
trade unionism come from SElU, specifically from SEIU's president, 
Andrew (Andy) L. Stern. 

Stern, despite years as a progressive (if not leftist) trade unionist and 
chief architect of SEIU's expansion and influence, has ironically come ro 
represent quintessential neo-Gompersism within the trade union estab
lishment. This evolution has been extremely controversial and has been 
difficult for many of his supporters and friends to accept. IS A series of 
controversial interviews and statements raised many an eyebrow in the 
weeks leading up to and following the split. They seemed to indicate an 
approach to trade unionism and an understanding of contemporary 
capitalism out of touch with the realities of class and power in the 
United States. The April 2005 issue of HRO Today contains an article 
entitled "Is Outsourcing the New Union Movement?" 16 The article 
lauds Stern's maverick style and vision, though largely from the stand
point of management. 

In addition to distancing himself from any form of Marxism and 
embracing globalization, Stern has emphasized the role of the union in 
helping businesses become more competitive. The author notes that 
Stern endorses the concept of helping companies share the risk of worker 
dislocation. The author further notes that Stern does not reject outsourc
ing, particularly given that SElU represents oursourced workers. 

Perhaps the most controversial part of the interview was Stern's crit
ical support of private retirement accounts (an idea that President Bush 
has advanced). To be fair, such an account would accompany social 
security and would allow workers to contribute funds. It would also be 
portable. In other words, it would be an extension and modification of 
40r(k) plans. Yet in the context of right-wing attacks on social security, 
what are the implications of flirting with concepts such as private retire
ment accounts? 
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These suggestions have an interesting ideological thrust. Stern, follow
ing in a tradition that has existed within SEIU (and for that matter within 
sections of the union movement), treats globalization as accomplished 
fact, our of the hands of humans, and, in essence, a value-neutral process 
of economic evolution. Thus, for him, the main issue is to get ahead of the 
curve and influence the manner in which globalization operates. He sees 
no point in attempting to resist globalization because it is inevitable. 

SEIU had a similar response to health-care industry reorganization in 
the early to mid-T990S. The SEIU leadership (which then included 
Sweeney, who was SEIU president) concluded that health-care indus
try reorganization-particularly the end of public-sector hospitals-is 
inevitable, managed care is here to stay, and no one can do anything 
about it. Thus, SEIU saw no point in resisting the privatization of 
municipal health care. Rather, the union would have to accept the 
restructuring of health care and develop a strategy for taking maximum 
advantage of the inevitable changes. 

Although SEIU has done some exceptional health-care organizing, its 
approach to managed care confronted immense problems, not the least 
of which was the attitude of most other unions in the public health-care 
sector. More important, though, was the economic determinism that 
guided its analysis." The leadership made little effort to consider which 
political forces, including which struggles, might influence the outcome 
of health-care privatization. Such considerations are critical in munici
pal settings given the opportunity to mobilize other social movements in 
response to privatization. Thus, in city X, a privatization effort may not 
be stoppable, less because of industry trends than because of the bal
ance of forces, yet in city Y, another outcome may be possible. 

The deeper problem in SEIU's analysis is the sense that developments 
such as health-care privatization are independent economic trends over 
which mere humans have little influence. However, industry develop
ments are driven by a set of factors that include, but are not limited to, 
class struggle (broadly defined), competitiveness, introductions of new 
technology (often in response to class struggle), as well as broader ide
ological forces. Economic trends rarely operate in isolation. 

As we have noted, globalization, particularly neoliberal globaliza
tion, is not out of the control of human beings. It is, instead, the result 
of human actions, largely the concerted efforts of governments and 
multinational capital to influence the global reorganization of capital 
itself. To treat this campaign as inevitable is to give up on the possibili
ties of a proactive working-class strategy for power. If one accepts the 
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deterministic view, the actions of the working class become constrained 
entirely by the decisions of capital. Despite Stern's characterization of 
creative CTW leadership, CTW finds its creativity limited to reacting to 
or responding to the developments of capital. 

Unfortunately, Stern's neo-Gompersian views do not end with these 
references. An August T, 2.005, inrerview on CNBC, combined with 
remarks Stern offered at the CTW founding convention, confirms that 
the CTW project, at least from the standpoint of its principal designer, 
is not a project for leftist or cransformative trade unionism but is 

instead a project that is very familiar on the U.S. scene. I S  

In the CNBC interview, conducted by Ron insana, Stern offered a 
clear vision: 

Insana: Why did you break from the AFL-C10? 
Stern: Well, Ron, I don't need to tell you that we are living through the 

most significant trans formative economic revolution in world his
tory, and American workers, although there's growth as you juSt 
noted in the economy, it's not distributing. They're not finding 
their work valued and rewarded, and we need to build a new, 
dynamic, modern, flexible, innovative labor movement that can be 
good partners with our employer and we started down that road 
last week. 

Insana: Let me ask you to define what that means and how it's different 
from the movement that is, you know, essentially led by the 
AFL-CIO. 

Stem: Well, our labor movement was built around an industrial economy 
back in the 1930S. It was sort of a class struggle kind of unionism, 
but workers in today's economy are not looking for unions to 
cause problems; they're looking for them to solve them, and this 
means just like Ireland where business and labor and government 
all began to work together, we need team America to really work 
together if we're going to reward American workers' work, and to 
make sure that they still can live the American dream. 

In the same interview, and at the CTW convention, Stern outlined his 
view of unions' key role in the labor-capital partnership. One reporter 
at the CTW convention noted the following during a press interaction: 
"However, Andy Stern, who is widely regarded as the driving force 
behind rhe break of the seven unions with the AFL-CIO in July, made it 
clear in a session with reporters that he regards 'class struggle' unionism 
as outdated. 'We need to partner with business and with governmem,' 
he said. This is a time when 'America's economic leadership [in rhe 
worldl is being tested.">l9 The odd aspecr of this performance, though 
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it is quite consistent with Gompersian unionism, is that at a point when 
one would expect CTW to be at least feinting to the left, if not shifting 
to the left, its prime theoretician focused on the relationship of orga
nized labor to capital. 

Though some argue that Stern's stance in the pro-business main
stream media is merely a ruse to hide his true class-struggle politics, he 
has put forth the same line of argument in prolabor media. Moreover, 
the interview at the CTW convention was with a group of journalists 
from across the political spectrum, and in most of the interviews he has 
given since the AFL-CIO split, including his 60 Minutes interview on 
May 14, 2006, he has articulated the same basic line of argument.20 If 
his stated position in these interviews is a ruse, one might wonder when 
he will present his real politics and whether that position will be believ
able after repeated airings of his other arguments. 

Stern's analysis has several problems 

• The notion that workers do not want unions that cause problems is 
interesting, if for no other reason than the manner in which Stern 
formulated the statemenr. Someone could conclude that Stern sees 
class struggle as the result of troublemaking by workers or unions 
rather than as the contention between classes over power. Stern's 
view also suggests that class struggle can be turned on and off. But 
most important, his argument is likely the result of poll data that 
have circulated around the union movement for some time indicat
ing that workers are not looking for trouble at the workplace. How 
should one interpret these poll results? Who actually looks for prob
lems? Workers want to be left alone and work in peace, and they 
want acknowledgment of their creativity and intelligence. The prob
lem is that employers get in the way. For a union leader to simply 
report on the current state of consciousness of many, if not most, 
workers is to ignore the leader's importanr role as one who influ
ences conSCiousness . 

• The notion of "team America" seems to be a recurring theme for 
Stern, and it raises questions about his views of the relationship 
between labor and capital in the United States, as well as in the 
global picture. First, the Irish example Stern cites-which is regu
larly cited by advocates of tripartism-is particular to Ireland. The 
Irish economy and the U.S. economy are not comparable. The Irish 
economy exists within an unusual setting. It is in the southern part 
of the Irish nation, split off from the British-controlled north, and 
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these political-strategic factors influence the manner in which the 
economy and politics of the entite island operate. Specifically, stabil
ity in the south of Ireland has been a priority given the historic 
instability and national liberation struggle in the north of Ireland. 
The Irish model is also at odds with the neoliberal model that has 
been spreading across Europe and, as we have discussed, that has 
become the approach most favored in the "developed" capitalist 
world. Finally, no significant section of U.S. capital is advocating an 
Irish model of tripartism. The reality is precisely the opposite. 

The team America idea also raises questions about the relationship 
of the U.S. worker to workers in other parts of the world. If (he U.S. 
worker should mainly focus on helping U.S. capital become more 
competitive internationally, how should working classes in other 
countries relate both to their own corporations and to U.S. work
ers? For all the incernational work of SEIU and some other members 
of the CTW coalition, should workers have to choose between sup
porting the expansion of U.S. capital and supporting the strengthen
ing of workers in other countries? As with Gompers one hundred 
years ago, the team America concept does not lend itself to an 
answer, or at least to a progressive answer. 
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C H A P T E R  1 5  

ANGE R ,  COMP R OMISE, 

AND THE PA R A LYSIS 

OF T H E  SWEENEY COALITION 

In the period leading to the split, the Sweeney coCllition seemed to be 
playing a constant game of catch-up with Change to Win. Yet no olle in 
either group attempted to transform the limited framework in which 
both sides were caught. In considering the Sweeney response to the CTW 
challenge, one needs to examine the tactical situation as well as the the
oretical and programmatic response.1 Tactically, the Sweeney team was 
on the defensive from the beginning: at no point in the debate or during 
the split was it able to gain the initiative. In the opening moments of the 
struggle, however, no one knew what approach Sweeney would rake. 

During the period of the New Unity Partnership and before the for
mal appearance of crw, Sweeney took no programmatic or theoretical 
initiative. At this point, his main goal was to persuade the Carpenters 
Union to return to the AFL-C10, so he did not engage in open debates 
with McCarron, or for that matter with the New Unity Partnership. In 
late 2003 and early 2004. as the rhetoric from the unions that would 
later form CTW became more heated, the AFL-C10 offered little 
response. The Service Employees International Union and its allies had 
relatively uncontested space in which to articulate their views. How
ever, Sweeney was able to arrange the equivalent of a cease-fire in the 
name of organized labor, putting its emphasis on the November 2004 

general elections. SEIU broke the cease-fire twice, both times in a curi
ous manner, offering a different rationale each time.l Nevertheless, the 
cease-fire basically held. 

147 
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Following the November election, Sweeney took an important step 
by calling for an open debate and inviting all parts of the trade union 
movement-including individual members-to offer their thoughts on 
the future of organized labor. According to the AFL-CIO, the call for 
debate produced significant results: "The response was incredible-23 
extensive proposals came from national unions, 4 0  from state federa
tions and central labor councils, three from AFL-CIO trade depart
ments, five from Constituency Groups, two from Executive Council 
committees, two from community partner organizations and 20 from 
academics and other individuals. Through an open website (www.aflcio 
.orglourfuture), rank-and-file union members submitted nearly 7,000 

comments and recommendations.") This level of participation was 
quite an accomplishment for a movement with no history of significant 
open debate. But despite this flurry of proposals, neither side spoke 
direcrly to the other's concerns. Participants issued position papers but 
generally received no replies. Individuals and organizations offered 
opinions and suggestions, but the leadership generally didn't indicate 
whether it had factored in the suggestions when it formulated new posi
tions. What should have been a debate quickly became an occasion for 
both sides to maneuver for position.4 

Sweeney was unable or unwilling to seize control of thIS contest. He 
was incapable of-or unwilling-to harness the energy coursing 
through the union movement to focus a debate in productive directions. 
Taking advantage of this opportunity would have required an entirely 
different approach toward struggle than Sweeney was used to. He 
would ha ve needed to put forward a new vision for the movement while 
engaging the affiliates, the central labor councils, the state federations 
of labor, and the other components of the broader labor movement in a 
mass debate about the future. When variolls parties arrempted such 
an approach, they did so without any involvement of the Sweeney 
team and saw their proposals tabled at the AFL-CIO Convention.One 
such attempt-a proposal by the American Federation of Government 
Employees (AFGE), Communications Workers of America, American 
Postal Workers Union, and International Federation of Professional and 
Technical Engineers (see appendix A)-was significant for several rea
sons. First, it called for stepping back from a split. It did not foreclose 
the possibility of a split in the future, instead suggesting that the leader
ship had not fashioned the preconvention period to surface the real and 
most significant issues facing the union movement. Second, the pro-



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 1
49

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
16

4

ANGER, COMPROMISE, A N D  PARALYSIS OF THE COALITION I 149 

posal called for a broad and deep debate, engaging virtually every level 
of the formal union movement. Third, the proposal identified some of 
the key strategic and organizational questions that confront the move
ment. The proposal did not deny the structural questions facing orga
nized labor, but it did nor take them as the starting point for the debate. 
In fact, it called for starting with a discussion of the actual global and 
domestic situation. Fourth, the proposal identified an end point to the 
debate, sending a clear signal that it was nor a stalling tactic. Fifth, it 
demanded that forces commit to the process and avoid prejudging the 
outcome. Those who concluded that fundamental, unresolvable differ
ences still afflicted the organization after the debate could walk away. 

Finally, the proposal demanded a great deal of the top leaders of the 
union movement. It demanded a significant amount of their time and 
attention, pushing them to move beyond their normal manner of oper
ating. The CTW forces ultimately rejected the proposal, declaring that 
it was too late. One union within the CTW declared that the proposal 
would be acceptable as long as John Sweeney stepped down first. 
Whether this declaration reflected the CTW position or only the view of 
the union presenting it is unclear. In any case, this response clearly 
sought to sabotage the proposal. 

When CTW boycotted the convention and later began the process of 
disaffiliation, the AFL-CIO top leadership apparently concluded that 
the proposal by the AFGE coalition was no longer relevant, Ironically, 
whether the debate ended in one labor federation or several, the AFGE 
coalition proposal would have been a good guide for clarifying issues 
and developing the strategic and organizational conclusions necessary 
to drive a twenty-first-century labor movement. Instead, the proposal 
was tabled and has received no public discussion since the convention. 

In the lead-up to the AFL-CIO Convention, the CTW forces had the 
initiative. Though AFL-CIO loyalists (along with some uncommitted 
forces) increasingly expressed anger about the perceived arrogance and 
factionalism of the CTW coalition, as well as its apparently cavalier 
attitude toward the implications of a split, CTW was generally able to 
set the terms of the debate. At each moment, Sweeney had to react to 
CTW, and he was never able to change the media's perception that the 
debate was between those supporting organizing (CTW) versus those 
wanting to focus on political action (Sweeney). In effect, the media 
described a debate between the vibrant SEIU and UNITE HERE!, on 
the one hand, and the aging Sweeney, on the other.5 
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In April 2005, the Sweeney team offered its view of the issues facing 
organized labor and proposed solutions. The document it released, 
Winning for Working Families, was noteworthy for several reasons. 

Contrary to the CTW allegations, the officers made an explicit con
nection between politics and organizing: "The narrow losses of Al 
Gore in 2000 and John Kerry in 2004 made it plain that the Ameri
can labor movement's growing political effectiveness could not com
pensate for its loss of membership density. "6 

• The proposals in the document, which included suggestions for 
organizing, mobilizing, and launching political action, differed only 
slightly from those of the CTW coalition. The primary differences 
centered on the state federations and central labor councils'? 

The officers did not believe that a fundamental reworking of trade 
UI1lOl1lsm was necessary. 

The document paid slight attention to membership education, 
though, interestingly, it called this process "informing." 

• The statement presented an extensive list ot retorms introduced dur
ing the ten years of the Sweeney administration but left out any 
evaluation of what had worked and what had not worked.8 Thus, 
the list of accomplishments, regardless of the writers' intention, 
came across as an attempt ro dismiss criticisms of the Sweeney 
years. The document did not discuss why the union movement is in 
its current state (aside from stating that the Bush administration is 
out to get unions and workers), nor did it discuss what role a 
national labor center or federation should play in the twenty-first 
century. 

Taking these points together, Winning for Working Families reads like 
a "me roo" rather than a self-criticism, challenge, or polemical response. 
More than anything, it seems to reflect Sweeney's consensus-building 
style. It might have worked (depending on how one defines "worked") 
had all the CTW forces committed to struggling for principled unity and 
had an independent voice emerged from among the affiliates arguing a 
strong, coherent, and visionary response to CTW. Neither event materi
alized. Leaving aside the AFGE coalition proposal-which falls into a 
different category-and including even the American Federation of 
Teachers' (haught-provoking enrry into the debate, most of the (anti
CTW) responses boiled down to the following points: 
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The union movement is in trouble. 

The union movement needs politics and organizing . 

• Forced mergers do not work, 

The AFL-CIO needs ro commit greater resources to politics and 
orgalllzlllg. 

The affiliates must have a greater role in the future and must have a 
say in plotting the direction of the AFL-CIO. 

None of the responses acknowledged the depth of the crisis or called for 
the level of discussion and membership involvement that were necessary 
ro get ro the roots of the problem. Only the AFGE coalition proposal 
encouraged a thoroughgoing evaluation. 

In general, Sweeney's approach seemed to indicate a continued hope 
that differences could be resolved quietly, and largely behind closed 
doors. In the face of provocations by members of the CTW coalition, 
Sweeney remained relatively quiet. Even after the split, during a critical 
debate about CTW participation in the state federations and central 
labor councils (ultimately resolved via the introduction ot so-called Sol
idarity Charters), Sweeney allowed his opponents ro portray him as the 
bad guy who opposed labor unity. He had great difficulty articulating a 
message of labor unity and labor advancement even though he seemed 
concerned about not coming on roo strong against CTW (perhaps hop
ing to bring it back to the fold), Thus, instead of either allowing the 
state federations and central labor councils to handle the question of 
local union affiliation on their own for the moment or opting for quiet 
diplomacy and focusing on developing a forward-looking approach to 
the direction of the AFL-CIO, Sweeney appeared to be paralyzed and 
reactive. 

Instead of inaugurating a major campaign or even implementing the 
sort of debate that the AFGE and other unions were calling for, the 
AFL-CIO leadership seemed to disappear behind a veil of silence at 
the 1 6th Street NW headquarrers, while everyone waited and waited . . .  
for what? 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 1
52

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
16

7

-
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LEFT BEHIN D 

One ccmnot discuss the unfortunate lack of debate and the split in the 
AFL-CIO without focusing some attention on who was not included. 
Within the staffs and top leadership of at least several of the Change [0 

Win unions, an internal discussion, if not debate, had taken place for 
some years about the nature and scope of organizing, the role of a 
national labor federation, forms of political action, and the structure of 
the union movement. This debate had not spread to the base in any sig
nificant manner. Although the rank-and-file members did read or hear 
presentations about discussions at the leadership level, they played no 
major role in the development of positions or directions for the unions. 
Communication traveled one way, from the top to the bottom. Only a 
certain level of feedback traveled up. 

Though the Service Employees International Union had issued a pro
nouncement in 2004 stating that it might leave the AFL-CIO, many of 
its local union leaders did not believe that the union would take such a 
step. Only in 2005, when the call came for local unions to vote (at the 
level of their executive boards) on the pOSSIbility of disaffiliation did it 
become apparent that a crisis was unfolding. 

SEIU and the Teamsters made a point of getting material about the 
impending split to their local unions. SEIU had a PowerPoint presenta
tion that covered the basic issues: declining union power, shrinking den
sity, anarchic and archaic union structures, the need to build industrial 
power through a reorganization, and other points. The presentation was 

152 
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not particularly impressive, though it was consistent with the messages 
coming out of headquarters. More important, it was not part of a com
prehensive education process to provoke debate and further insight. 
Rather, it was a means of moving the message of the union. This 
approach fit with the leadership's lack of interest in developing an inter
nal educational program, because it reflected the notion that education 
was simply a matter of informing members of the views of the leadership. 

The presentation was, in many respects, symptomatic of the entire 
approach toward (he internal discussion and the split. First, it relayed 
cercain basic facts about the declining power of unions. Second, it iden
tified some of the problems in the way unions are organized. Third, it 
suggested the need for a new course of action. It offered nothing partic
ularly novel, but the most interesting aspect was what it did not offer. 
Specifically, the presentation did not ask the viewer (presumably a mem
ber) to consider the implications of a split, think about alternatives, or 
suggest a proper role for unions. Thus, members were more like specta
tors at a sports event than participants in a social movement. 

Other unions circulated information through mailings to local 
unions (the Teamsters sent crw material to all locals) or through web
sites. The extent and sophistication of this information varied from 
union to union. No union, however, conducted a public debate about 
the issues at stake, though some central labor councils sponsored debates. 
The case of the United Food and Commercial Workers union is, in that 
sense, quite a sad one but one worth examining. 

The 2003-04 Southern California grocery strike was one of the most 
remarkable events in recent labor history. The strike and lockout by sev
enty thousand UFCW members started as a strike against Vans/Pavilion 
(owned by Safeway). Ralph's and Albertson's, in an interesting display 
of business-to-business class solidarity, chose to lock out their employ
ees (also members of UFCW), and the companies agreed to share 
monies earned during the period of the strike and lockout. 

In the background of this event was Wal-Mart. The pressure that 
Wal-Mart placed on the market through its low prices and nonunion 
workforce led the grocery companies to decide that the best way to 
compete was to cut $ 1"  billion in labor costs. They hoped to reach this 
goal through cuts in health benefits and pensions and through the cre
ation of a two-tier workforce. The decision of the companies to create a 
united front against (he UFCW was significant, undermining and even
tually defeating the UFCW's effon to focus on one company and make 
it an example. I 
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Despite significant support from the Los Angeles County Federation 
of Labor and the San Diego Central Labor Council, both of which ral
lied union and community support and recognized the significance of 
this struggle for the SOllthern California union movement, the UFCW's 
strike failed. Reportedly, the Teamsters, who had initially supported the 
picket lines, refused to make a long-term commitment to support the 
strike. More important, the UFCW suffered from its own mistakes, 
which included inadequate strike preparation, little olltreach to commu
nity-based allies in advance of the strike, and little coordination with the 
central labor councils. This lack of preparation was a recipe for disaster. 
Yet, for reasons having almost nothing to do with the work of the 
UFCW, the strikers received an immense amount of public sympathy and 
support. Commentators have suggested that this support stemmed from 
community identification with the workforce (recognizing the workers 
not as faceless personnel but as the individuals with whom people inter
acted every week) or resentment of perceived attacks on the workforce. 
Whatever the reason, the UFCW did not adequately organize and capi
talize on community support. In sum, the UFCW leadership failed to rise 
to the occasion and to turn the latent and active suppOrt in Southern Cal
ifornia into a movement for justice. The combination of faulty leader
ship and massive employer resistance sank an effort that could have been 
a subregional analogy to the Teamsters' strike against UPS in I997, 

when the public's identification with the strikers' issues completely iso
lated UPS. The grocery-strike debacle would have been even worse with
out other unions' show of solidarity and without the support of the San 
Diego Central Labor Council and the Los Angeles County Federation of 
Labor, a fact that did not seem co enter the discussions of a UFCW with
drawal from the AFL-CIO. 

The Southern California grocery strike coincided with a major lead
ership change in the UFCW. Longtime president Douglas Dority was 
stepping down, to be replaced by Secretary-Treasurer Joseph Hansen. 
Hansen, a former participant in Richard Bensinger's Elected Leader 
Task Force2 (and thus a contemporary, if not a colleague, of key CTW 
leaders), was viewed as a quiet reformer who was open to change in the 
UFCW, which was encumbered by a conservative bureaucracy. 

On taking office, however, Hansen appeared, at least initially, to be 
unfocused and quite conservative in his approach toward change in the 
UFCW (albeit with a sincere concern for membership growth through 
organizing). In connection with the AFL-CIO turmoil, Hansen began 
sending signals in 2005 that he had differences with the AFL-CIO. His 
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concerns lacked specificity (though they reporredly had something to do 
with disagreements with Sweeney and Chief of Staff Welsh about strat
egy concerning Wal-Mart and the allegedly condescending treatment of 
Hansen and the UFCW by AFL-CIO staff). Despite these issues, it did 
not appear, at first glance, to put Hansen solidly in the C1W camp. In 
fact, at around the same time that he was beginning to criticize the AFL
ClO, the SEIU and UFCW-separately-began exploring campaigns in 
response to the growth of Wal-Mart. Tension had emerged between 
these twO unions, given that Wal-Mart had traditionally been considered 
part of the UFCW's jurisdiction. Why SEIU decided to take on this cam
paign rather than support UFCW was and remains unclear, but the ten
sion between the two unions became apparent to most observers.3 

The decision to ally UFCW with CTW was apparently Hansen's 
alone. The executive board's decision to authorize Hansen to pull the 
UFCW out of the AFL-CIO reportedly had opposition. One board mem
ber made an impassioned plea to remain in the AFL-CIO, but despite 
this protest, and despite knowledge that some of the most politically 
important locals in the union opposed withdrawal, Hansen pulled the 
UFCW our. No significant debate took place within the UFCW, and we 
would not be surprised to learn that many UFCW members still do not 
know that their union has withdrawn. Nevertheless, in the words of one 
UFCW leader (speaking to us off the record), local unions in the UFCW 
were prepared---despite serious reservations about the wisdom of with
drawal-co defer to Hansen and mute their reservations. This decision is 
the latest example of a traditional and reactionary union-movement pro
tocol, which calls for local union leaders to remain silent as long as the 
top leaders leave them alone. In this case, as long as Hansen did not 
bother the local unions, the local union leaders were prepared to let 
Hansen create his own sandcastle. 

Speculation continues about why the UFCW withdrew. Financial 
issues may have played a role. Both the UFCW and the Teamsters have 
been under serious financial constraints, so withdrawing from the AFL
CIO would have reduced expenditures significantly. Undoubtedly, frus
tration with Sweeney (and his staff) was a contributing factor. The 
support that UFCW received during the Southern California grocery 
strike would seem to have been sufficient illustration of the need for 
union unity. In light of what we now know about last-minute negotia
tions before the split, (he UFCW may not have intended to withdraw 
but found itself, along with several other passengers in the CTW van, 
unable to swerve at the final moment. 
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Much has been made of the use of websites and blogs in the weeks and 
months leading to the split. Andy Stern deserves credit for kicking off the 
Internet exchange through the creation of his blog. Other blogs and web
sites soon followed. As we have noted, the AFL-CIO website alone logged 
some seven thousand comments by individuals, not to mention many 
more from labor organizations. This technology clearly brought the 
drama closer to local activists than would have occurred otherwise. 

Nonetheless, the submission of comments, suggestions, or proposals 
works only if it is part of a larger process that factors these views into a 
final decision or outcome. The circulation of varied points of view is 
meanmgless if no one's position changes as a result, and, as we have 
seen, little did change in either side's core arguments, except insofar as 
the Sweeney team attempted to compromise with CTW, and after the 
split, attention was given to the state federations and central labor 
councils. CTW's positions and tactics altered only slightly during the 
period leading to the split, as is evident from its rejection of the pro
posal by the AFGE coalition. CTW's substantive comments did not 
seem to affect the underlying positions. of affiliates-such as CWA
that were aligned against it, though various documents indicate that 
they did affect the positions of the AFL-CIO officers. 

Thus, the reality is that neither side solicited the views of the average 
member, or even the average local union activist, on the future of the union 
movement in a way that assured members their views would have an 
impact. The provision of information about the issues at stake was, funda
mentally, no different than mailing out a union newspaper or magazine. 

Leaving aside the AFGE coalition proposal for a moment, let us con-
sider what steps the leaders could have taken: 

Each national or international union could have developed an inter
nal education program ro solicit members' views and promote debate, 
using the written positions of the various parties as the starting point. 

Central labor councils and state federations could have organized at 
least one public debate on the issues and then followed up with 
small group discussions. Use of computer technology could have 
enabled long-distance interaction. Indeed, the AFL-CIO could have 
required state federations and central labor councils to organize 
such debates. 

AFL-CIO Constituency Groups could have organized debates, either 
in conjunction with central labor councils and state federations or 
011 their OWI1.4 
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• Labor studies programs could have organized roundtable discus
sions and debates to examine the issues at stake. Major scholars 
could have contributed valuable commentary on the debate. 

• The national AFL-CIO could have encouraged leaders from other 
international labor movements to participate in special sessions to 
offer their observations.5 College and university labor studies pro
grams could have taken advantage of this opportunity to promote 
external observation and analysis of the strategic dilemmas facing 
the U.S. and global union movements. 

• The establishment of computer chat rooms could have fostered dis
cussion at all levels in the union movement. 

• Unions that were considering withdrawing from the AFL-CIO could 
have organized plebiscites to engage members not only on the tech
nical question of withdrawal from the AFL-CIO but also on the 
future of the union movement.6 

No one appeared to be considering such steps. I f  anything, people at 

all levels of the movement appeared to be afraid that real debate might 
take place. Organizations that are living either in denial or in absolute 
dread choose to ignore the issues confronting them, even when their 
existence is at stake. As the AFL-CIO Convention approached, central 
labor councils, state federations, and Constituency Groups recoiled 
from the idea of taking positions against a split and in favor of a debate. 
Thus, one might ask what is new in the "new unionism" that each side 
is now promoting? 

Beyond exploring the basic democratic critique of the two sides' fail
ure to involve all members in a discussion about their own future, one 
needs to look at who was included and who was not. Racial and gender 
exclusion has a long and ignominious hIstory within the ranks of orga
nized labor. Even in the T 9 3 0S, perhaps one of the high points for orga
nized labor in the United States, the contributions of women and people 
of color were largely at the grassroots level and received little attention 
from the leaders of the movement. The movement of the 1930S was 
largely, though not exclusively, led by white men. The progressive social 
movements that have emerged or in some cases been revitalized since then 
have had a delayed impact on organized labor. The chief officers of AFL
CIO unions today are almost exclusively white men, as are their seconds
in-command. Although the AFL-CIO under Sweeney made a concerted 
effort to diversify the AFL-CIO Executive Council, the decision makers 
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were nearly always, though not exclusively, white men. In the affiliates, 
increased diversity did not necessarily bring mote inclusion, at least in 
decision making. SEIU, which has a fairly diverse executive board, has 
increased the number of women in decision-making roles, but the 
record for people of color is not exciting. 

In the period of the AFL-CIO split, discussions, until very late in the 
game, largely took place among white male union leaders. This fact 
highlights a major problem in the movement itself. Despite Andy Stern's 
frequent (beginning in T996) proclamations that the union movement 
was too male, too pale, and too stale, the distribution of power had 
changed very little in the nearly ten years between the time he began 
making this point and the time of the split. 

The principals in the presplit discussion also largely ignored the AFL
CIO Constituency Groups, despite the fact that these groups had mem
bers from both the CTW and anti-CTW camps.7 Though the key 
players contacted some of the leaders of these Constituency Groups, 
they did so late in the game, and then only to garner their opinion or 
support. These organizations were treated as if they were on the mar
gins of the union movement, despite the fact that they had offered sug
gestions for the future of the union movement and had ideas about how 
it should be organized. 

In 2003, tensions erupted between leaders of several Constituency 
Groups, on the one hand, and SEIU, on the other, about an effort that 
had been under way to establish a new AFL-CIO-sponsored political 
action committee under the leadership of Steve Rosenthal, a former 
AFL-CIO political director. In a presentation to the AFL-CIO Executive 
Council about the committee, Rosenthal inexplicably chose to insult the 
Constituency Groups publicly by deprecating their effectiveness in voter 
education and mobilization. The problem was not so much that he had 
criticized the Constituency Groups but that he had appeared to write off 
the groups entirely. Rosenthal, however, was and remains a close friend 
and ally of SEIU's Andy Stern and Secretary-Treasuret Anna Burger. 
Rather than intervene to address the criticisms that the Constituency 
Groups offered, Stern and Burger either did nothing at all or defended 
their longtime friend, thus strengthening skepticism about the intentions 
of these labor reformers in matters affecting unionists of color. 

One of the striking features in the unfolding drama of the split was 
how little enthusiasm the discussion, particularly the CTW effort, 
elicited among women members and members of color. African Ameri
can leaders, including some in the crw camp, had a dramatically dif-
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ferent attitude toward the discussion and the split than they had had 
during the Sweeney campaign for the AFL-CIO presidency ren years 
earlier. In contrast to their curiosity and excitement in T995,  their tone 
was one of cynicism and fatalism. Comments such as "white folks will 
do what white folks will do" were not unusual among leaders of color. 
And within the Constituency Groups as a whole, comments such as 
"this debate has nothing to do with us" were common. 

The damning component of this situation was people's fear of verbal
izing these concerns. Even elected local union leaders who were dis
pleased with the direction of the AFL-CIO, their respeccive affiliates, or 
the CTW coalition were reluctant to voice their views openly, fearing 
that a public display of opinion might bring an unfavorable, if not hos
tile, response. 

Contrary to the cynics' belief, the presplit discussion-particularly 
the CIW's views on union and federation structure-had everything to 
do with women and members of color. Consolidation of unions, i f  not 
mitigated by other structural changes and shifts in power relations, 
tends to place power in the hands of whites generally and white males 
in particular. 

One of the less-acknowledged contributions of the Congress of 
Industrial Organizations in the T930S and T940S was the emergence of 
union leaders of color.8 Before the rise of the CIO and its commitment 
to racially just unionism, African American leaders (that is, leaders of 
Black America) tended to arise from the middle strata and thus were 
primarily lawyers, doctors, educators, ministers, and sometimes busi
nesspeople. The working class was largely missing from these ranks; 
many people could not envision working-class people as leaders of 
Black America.9 The CIO helped promote Black leaders, who pro
ceeded to shape developments in the union movement and often became 
community political leaders. 

The leaders of local unions, and indeed the leaders of national and 
international unions, have the potential to do much more than lead 
alliances of bargaining units. They can, and in many cases do, serve as 
community political leaders and become a voice for workers through
out their communities. A well-known example is the late Coleman 
Young of Detroit, a former UAW member and leader of the National 
Negro Labor Council who went on to become mayor of Detroit. The 
late congressman Charles Hayes of Chicago rose within the Packing
house Workers (which later became part of the UFCW) and became a 
noted community leader after achieving eminence as a union leader. 
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Such community leadership can go beyond name and position CO 
shape both the perceptions and the teality of power. Individual union 
women and union members of color may achieve leadership positions 
within the union movement, and enjoy the accompanying titles and 
salaries, but they must have real power-the power to close the deal 
rather than go to someone else. Without this power, they will generally 
be incapable of becoming community policical leaders. Further, without 
this power, they will be incapable of creating the community coalitions 
or blocs necessary to build power for working-class people at (he com
munity level. The rush toward organizational consolidation, regardless 
of the intentions of its architects, removes the opportunity for leader
ship advancement and also removes the positions from which women 
and people of color can exert leadership outside the traditional arena of 
collective bargaining. Thus, the CTW theory of building industry or 
sector power ovetlooks another realm of power-at the community 
political or geographic level-that is undermined by organizational 
consolidation. We explore this type of geographic power in the final sec
tion of this book. 

Many of the issues that received no attention in the period leading 
to the split were critically important for women and people of color. 
For example; 

• Radal and gender discrimination within the workforce. With the 
exception of references to diversity, the discussion contained pre
cious little analysis of the role of the union movement in champi
oning struggles against racial and gender discrimination. What sort 
of union movement and what sort of union politics are necessary to 
ensure that the union movement becomes an arm of the struggle for 
racial and gender justice? 

• Unemployment. The union movement seems to rest content with the 
official unemployment figures. Yet, as the National Urban League 
demonstrates every year with its State of Black America report, a 
hidden unemployment index exists that is rarely, if ever, addressed 
in official discourse. In these statistics are the workers who are com
pelled to work part-time or who have given up looking for work. 
The AFL-CIO discussion did not touch on this problem. Neither 
side offered solutions to the current hollowing of cities and the class 
cleansing under way in major metropolitan areas. 

• Organization of the South and the Southwest. Though unions dis
cussed the need to organize the South and the Southwest, they had 
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little to say about how to accomplish the task. Neither CTW nor the 
Sweeney camp attempted to glean hisrorical lessons from post-World 
War II efforts ro organize in the South and Southwest or ro note the 
failure of many unions ro even consider organizing in these regions. 
Yet the failure ro organize the South and the Southwest has a deep 
impact on African Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans, who 
make up a high proportion of the population in those areas. 

Though the main players in the discussion may have been white 
males, the stakes were and remain high for women and people of color 
in the union movement. These groups' tendency to write off the debate 
as irrelevant was more a statement of alienation and powerlessness than 
one of disinterest. Indeed, as the AFL-CIO Convention approached, 
many union members began to believe that the leaders of CTW had 
made up their minds to split and that the views of people at the base 
mattered little, if at all. Unfortunately, all indications suggest that their 
perceptions were correct. 

Ironically, in the immediate aftermath of the split, SEIU secretary
treasurer Anna Burger, the new chairperson of the CTW coalition, 
declared that the debate was now over. Perhaps in her mind and the 
minds of other CTW leaders, even in the minds of the AFL-CIO leaders, 
it was indeed over. Yet, though the split completed the structural 
change, the twO sides had actually settled little in political and strategic 
terms. This fact should surprise no one, because a true debate never 
took place; the membership saw only the mirage of a debate, which 
appeared for a brief moment and then quickly vanished. 
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PA R T  F I V E  

T H E  WAY FORWARD 

Social Justice Unionism 

We come marching, marching, 
ullllumbered women dead 

Go crying through our singing their 
ancient cry for bread. 

Small art and love and beauty their 
drudging spirits knew. 

Yes, it is bread we fight for-but we fight 
for roses, too! 

Caroline Kohlsaat and James Oppenheim, 

"Bread and Roses," I 9 [ 2. 
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C H A P T E R  1 7  

T H E  NEED FOR SOCIAL 

J USTICE UNIONISM 

I n  many respects, the U.S. trade union movement is elkin to a tire with a 
slow leak. You can walk out to the car in the morning, notice that the 
tire is low, and go to a gas station to add some air. All day the tire may 
look fine, but overnight it loses air and is low again the next morning. 
If it is not actually flat, you may decide to refill it and keep driving. Then 
one day the cire has a blowout, destroying, in one catastrophic moment, 
not only the tire but potentially the car and driver as well. 

Those who advocate organizing new members into existing unions 
as the solution to the crisis of U.S. labor are essentially refilling a slow
leaking tire. This stopgap measure is certainly better than not taking 
action, but it is, at best, a temporary repair of an underlying problem. To 
draw out the metaphor a bit more: depending on the nature of the punc
ture, the slow leak may be repairable, or deep-seated structural damage 
may necessitate a new tire. 

The conclusion we have drawn, based on the analysis presented here, 
is that the current framework of U.S. trade unionism is so fundamentally 
flawed that a new framework is needed. With that new framework will 
inevitably come new organizational structures, but forging new strllC
tures without defining the moment and defining the framework would 
simply create new problems. This situation has become obvious even to 
reformers within the existing structures, whether the CTW Federation or 
the Sweeney team at the AFL-CIO. 

165 
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As exemplified by both Stern's reference to Irish tripartism and 
Sweeney's nearly uncritical support of the Clinton administration and 
the Democrats, the principal faces of U.S. trade unionism have misana
lyzed the moment. They have concluded 

that there is a wing of U.S. capital with a strategic interest in part
nering with labor 

that the U.S. state is a neutral vessel that can be filled by either 
side-capital or labor-and thus can serve a historical role as 
arbiter 

that the U.S. labor movement and the trade unions are essentially 
one and the same 

that pragmatism needs to be the guiding philosophy of the union 
movement 

that the demands and needs of the working class can largely be 
reduced to the bargaining and institutional demands of the trade 
Ulllons 

• that the members are largely the objects rather than the subjects of 
change 

In sum, given the framework shared by the two sides, the split in the 
AFL-CIO was a pointless exercise that has neither repaired the tire nor 
recognized that it must be replaced. 

A need exists for an alternative framework for trade unionism
which we call social justice unionism. Elements of this framework have 
already been formulated and put into practice. Nevertheless, social jus
tice unionism has not yet come together as a coherent program with the 
requisite solid underpinnings of theory and practice. The remaining sec
tions of this book set forth the key elements of this framework. 

T H E  I N EVITABILITY OF CLASS STRUGGLE 

The inevitability of class struggle is a useful starting point. Arriving at a 
precise definition of class struggle is particularly important, because the 
notion of class struggle has been perverted over the years in the U.s. 
trade union movement. Class struggle and trade union struggle are not 
necessarily the same thing. Trade union struggle is a subset of class strug
gle. Class struggle emerges from a simple dynamic: in a society with a 
social surplus and a division between those who produce and those who 
make decisions, a struggle inevitably occurs over that surplus. Insofar as 
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the surplus ultimately results from the uncompensated labor power of 
workers and those workers-whether working or rendered "redun
dant"-have no say over the disposition of that surplus, an antagonism 
develops between those who possess the means of distributing that sur
plus (and thus hold power) and those who do not: those with the means 
to distribute the surplus ultimately control society's means of produc
tion, distribution, and exchange. 

Class struggle, then, is not something that can be turned on and off: 
it can, however, take various forms, depending on the leadership of the 
contending sides. It can also be influenced by conditions external to the 
society in which it occurs. Class struggle, in other words, is not a situa
tion in which workers or unions create "problems" but a social interac
tion resulting from the nature of a class society. 

Class struggle is built into the fabric of all societies that have classes. 
It is not just a matter of what does or does not take place in a particu
lar workplace or set of workplaces. It also involves who can live in what 
sections of a city, who is exposed to toxic wastes, who gets access to 
what sorts of education, whose votes are counted in elections, and who 
pays attention to greenhouse gases. 

Class struggle interacts with, is influenced by, and influences other 
social struggles. Class does not act alone in an abstract economic rela
tionship. Though additional, independent forms of oppression are at 
work within a capitalist society, such as race and gender, these forms reg
ularly overlap with class. By way of example, race often becomes, in the 
words of Dr. Manning Marable, the prism through which issues of class 
are seen in the United States, given the strength of white supremacy and 
racism in U.S. society. Class is often viewed as secondary to race, given 
the totality of racist oppression. Black or Chicano workers may perceive 
their treatment to be the result of race or nationality rather than an out
growth of class oppression. Class struggle within Black America, then, 
can be perceived as a conflict between those who are "genuinely" 
African American and those who have "sold our" to whites. 

Race oppression and gender oppression both exist independently of 
class oppression-gender oppression, for example, goes back thousands 
of years through various modes of production-but they are also 
affected by issues of class. The exclusion of a sector of the female pop
ulation, particularly white females, from much of the formal workforce 
toward the end of the nineteenth century marked a remarkable conver
gence of issues of race (the notion that real women were white women 
and that they had a special place outside of the workforce), gender {the 
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notion that men were the breadwinners and women the competitors), 
and class (efforts to establish social control over the entire workforce 
and introduce changes in the production process). 

For these reasons, twenty-fIrst-century unionism cannot view class 
oppression simply as an economic concept that exists in isolation from 
other forms of oppression in capitalist society. Race and gender are not 
just grafted onto class division in capitalist society. The interrelation
ship of these forms of oppression means that twenty-fIrst-century 
unionism must advocate for consistent social justice rather than restrict 
itself to narrow employer-employee relations. 

Not only does class go beyond employer versus employee; it is also 
about more than bargaining units, collections of bargaining units, or 
even sectors of the economy. Class speaks to the relationship of individ
uals and groups of individuals to the production process and power. 
As such, twenty-fIrst-century unionism must recognize that struggles 
beyond the workplace are as legitimate as struggles within the work
place-and we are not speaking only of political or legislative struggles. 
For instance, the battle over the reconstruction of the Gulf Coast in the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina since 2005 is a class and racial struggle. 
The vastly different ideas for a rebuilt Gulf Coast reflect class and racial 
politics. For that reason, the union movement not only must seek to 
provide relief for the hurricane victims but also should position itself at 
the center of this struggle for justice. A struggle of this magnitude has 
implications nationally and is as worthy of solidarity as any collective
bargaining battle-if not more so. 

From this perspective, one must be critical of the response of both the 
AFL-CIO and CTW to the Katrina disaster. Though both federations 
provided extremely generous material support to the evacuees and have 
been active in rebuilding, neither federation approached the Katrina cri
sis as a Katrina political moment. The Katrina disaster was less a natu
ral disaster than a political and economic one, the result of years of 
neglect and of a neoliberal approach toward economics that drained the 
public sector of the resources necessary to defend the people of New 
Orleans. Katrina pointed up which segments of the city's population 
counted with those in power and which ones were irrelevant. 

Assuming agreement with this analysis, Katrina should have been 
(and should still be!) the occasion for a direct assault on neoliberal eco
nomics and the racial and class bias evident in the entire crisis. By defin
ing Katrina as a political moment, we suggest that the reconstruction 
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period should be a time for organizing workers around the country to 
identify what failed on the Gulf Coast; who is to blame; and what must 
be done, not only to save the evacuees and other survivors but to 
rebuild the Gulf Coast on behalf of working people and people of color. 
Thus, it can be an organizing project necessitating the enlistment of 
state federations, central labor councils, and Jobs with Justice chapters, 
as well as their allies, This project must assist in organizing the evacuees 
and other survivors, particularly helping them create their own organi
zational vehicles to define their futures and the future of the Gulf Coast. 
It should be no less than a national campaign. But organized labor has 
opted for a different approach. 

Another issue around which there should be a call for action is the 
forced redundancy of millions of workers. The union movement has 
largely ignored this development or treated it as a matter for United 
Way action. It has not, to any great extent, explored the possibility of 
organizing and uniting with the structurally unemployed. During the 
first stages of economic restructuring in the late 1970S and early 1980s, 
some unions, such as the United Electrical, Radio and Machine Work
ers of America and the United Auto Workers, experimented with vari
ous forms of unemployment councils. By and large, however, these 
projects did not last, though while in existence, they were able to serv
ice the immediate interests of former members displaced from jobs 
because of so-called deindustrialization. 

The further growth in the number of the unemployed and the par
tially employed has sparked little interest in the union movement. Cer
tain experiments, such as the AFL-CIO's Working America (see below), 
speak by and large to workers who are not in collective-bargaining sit
uations. Yet the union movement offers little to unemployed workers, 
particularly those who are structurally unemployed or underemployed. 
Work to aid these workers, to the extent to which anyone has taken 
it up, has largely fallen to worker-center-type organizations. Chuck 
Turner, a Boston city councilman and longtime progressive and activist, 
has convened supporters and allies to take up the specific question of 
organizing the unemployed. This work is precisely the type the central 
labor councils and state federations should be supporting. These orga
nizations' failure to reach out to the unemployed and underemployed 
speaks to a separation within the working class that could lead to intra
class struggle as the battie unfolds for diminishing resources (health 
care, hOLlsing, education).  
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LABOR-COMMUNITY ALLIANCES VERSUS 

STRAT E G I C  POLITICAL BLOCS 

Although forces on the left have nearly always sought to link labor and 
community struggles, not until the mid- to late 1980s did the notion of 
building labor-community alliances enter the mainstream. I In general, 
such alliances have taken several forms: tactical alliances to tackle spe
cific issues, mechanisms for asserting general platitudes about the 
importance of the community (and sometimes, by implication, the 
importance of uniting with the aspirations of communities of color), or 
groups espousing a concept of "community unionism."2 Every so often, 
however, an alliance shows hints of a different approach. 

At the tactical level, the most common approach has been for unions 
to seek the support of community-based organizations and institutions 
for organizing or contract campaigns. The examples of this approach 
are numerous. Local 26 of the Hotel Employees and Restaurant 
Employees Union (HERE, now UNITE HERE!) in Boston developed 
near-legendary contract campaigns in the 1980s in which it set out to 
win, and received, substantial community support. Under the inspiring 
leadership of the enigmatic Domenic Bozzotto, not only did Local 26  
achieve leadership of  the progressive wing of the union movement, but 
also its members came to be seen as champions of the community. Local 
26 actively reached out to gain the support of community leaders, and 
it generally framed its struggles to emphasize social justice rather than 
put forth a litany of bargaining demands. In the late I980s, Bozzotto 
broke new ground when he struggled for and won a rental and housing 
fund enabling Local 26 members to gain financing for housing deposits 
or down payments (this move, by the way, necessitated statutory 
changes that were themselves difficult to win but were eventually insti
tuted).  From this action came the Union Neighborhood Assistance Cor
poration, which works on issues of housing and predarory lending.3 

Most labor-community work by unions has never been as visionary 
as the work of Local 26, whose scope narrowed during the T990S.4 

Although positive results have come out of this work, such as Local 
26/HERE or UNITE's successful organizing (with community support) 
of K-Mart distribution centers in Greensboro, North Carolina, alliances 
generally do not go beyond conducting outreach and perhaps creating a 
community advisory committee with lists of endorsers of a union effort. 
Upon completion of a campaign, they usually lie dormant until the next 
campaign. 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 1
71

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
18

6

THE NEED FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE UNIONISM / 171 

The responsibility for addressing the difficulties in building umon
community partnerships does not rest on unions alone. In the mid- to 
late 1980S, District 65  of the UAW embarked on an ambitious effort to 
organize child-care and human service centers in Massachusetts. 
Though the campaign had great vitality, it ran into very particular and 
peculiar resistance within communities of color, where many directors 
of nonprofit agencies saw the union as an antagonistic force. In an odd 
turnabout, agency directors (and personnel) who might be otherwise 
progressive (and in some cases left leaning) openly opposed unioni
zation. This position seemed to reflect concerns about power and 
control in their respective agencies and their perception that unioniza
tion would threaten their power. Despite efforts by UAW's District 6 5  
to build parenerships with a number of these directors and to focus on 
the benefits of establishing a common front to obtain greater fund
ing for child-care and human service agencies in the Commonwealth 
of Massachusetts, many of these directors balked. Their opposition to 
or coolness toward the idea of unionization weakened the organizing 
campaigns. Some agency directors played upon skepticism about the 
objectives of the union-even this historically progressive union
to undermine the notion that agency workers not only had a right 
to organize but that unionization could strengthen the hand of the 
community. 

On the union side. some union-community initiatives have been pos
itive exceptions to the usual ineffective alliances and are thus worthy of 
some attention. Such initiatives include Jobs with Justice; the Stamford, 
Connecticut, "Geo" organizing campaign; and Justice for Janitors (the 
SEIU effort to organize janitors). Jobs for Justice and Justice for Janitors 
have both been initiatives that focused on the rights of workers who are 
either already in unions or are in the process of unionizing. 

Jobs with Justice, having emerged from the Kirkland years as a center 
of more advanced unionism, entered the Sweeney years with a question 
hanging over it. Given the Sweeney interest in revamping the central 
labor councils, did a need exist for an organization-JwJ-that took on 
many of the roles of a CLC? The Sweeney administration decided to sup
pore JwJ, though it never formally answered this question. 

JwJ is a unique labor-community organization in that it is composed 
of labor activists who may or may not be in unions. Although some 
community-based organizations participate in JwJ and work alongside 
it, one cannot describe JwJ as a union-community coalition. This obser
vation is not a criticism; it is merely a statement of fact. 
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In effect, JwJ is a mass organization through which labor activists 
can operate outside their local unions (if they happen to be in one). It is 
not, however, an organization like the North Carolina-based Black 
Workers for Justice, which is open ro both union and nonunion work
ers, but plays an active role in both workplace-based and community
based struggles. ]w] focuses largely on (he question of workers' rights 
and within that framework, on workers' rights at the workplace. 

]w] can continue to play this important role, as well as continue to 
serve as a (raining ground for new activists, and promote militancy, 
organization, worker education, and solidarity (including by support
ing other workers on strikes or in organizing campaigns). Jw J has, since 
its inception, aimed to put in practice a new and vital form of unionism. 

Justice for Janitors is equally impressive and visionary, having taken 
on the corporate (and ethnic) reorganization of the building services 
industry with innovative approaches. Nevertheless, its work has been 
equivalent, in many respects, to that of HERE's Local 26 in that it com
mitted itself to a substantial community outreach effort, including a 
campaign to win over community-based leaders. Many people came to 
see JfJ as an arm of the immigrant-rights struggle in the United States, 
particularly in light of the demographic changes in the building services 
industry. Yet JfJ largely failed to address the ethnic implications of the 
reorganization of the janitorial industry (the removal of African Amer
icans). To the extent that any union has addressed this displacement, 
SEIU has committed itself to an organizing effort among security 
guards, a workforce with a large African American presence. This 
development is important, though it faces some of the same limitations 
that JfJ does, in that it is a largely union-driven campaign and is not 
part of an ongoing alliance with community-based organizations.s 

The Stamford, Connecticut, organizing effort was different from 
these other campaigns. As part of the AFL-CIO's "geographic organiz
ing initiatives," which were based in part in central labor councils, the 
Stamford project (led for most of its existence by Jane McAlevey) began 
framing the work of the union movement within the larger context of 
community economic development. Thus, the Stamford project not 
only focused on unionization but also pushed for housing for the work
ers who could no longer afford to live in Stamford. In 1999 and 2000, 
the AFL-CIO cited the Stamford project as a model for a possible pro
gram of " labor-community strategic partnerships" within the larger 
context of community economic development. The idea was to assem
ble various union-based resources to help organize specific geographic 
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areas. In other words, the program would pump up the Stamford model 
and focus on areas in which unions were conducting significant orga
nizing efforts. This initiative, though quite vocally supported by the AFL
CIO's executive vice president, Linda Chavez-Thompson, collapsed 
because of changes in the AFL-CIO's Organizing Department in early 
2000 and the strategic paralysis that befell the AFL-CIO after George 
W. Bush captured the White House later that year. 

In the political arena, labor-community alliances have largely been 
tactical, with unions identifying and working for specific candidates 
but not gathering forces [0 pursue a longer-term strategic effort. In the 
early T990S, some unions experimented with a program called Labor! 
Neighbor on the West Coast that sought to organize members for polit
ical action in their respective neighborhoods. This program was less 
about organizing communities than about building a union political 
organization in the communities. It could have been used much more 
widely, bur the myopia of the union movement relegated it to election 
season, as is common for such projects, and prevented the long-term 
building of a political organization in the communities.6 

A nnal form of community involvement is union participation in char
ity work, which is what many trade unionists believe community out
reach to be. Two examples immediately come to mind. Every year, the 
AFL-CIO sponsors Martin Luther King Weekend, during which trade 
unionists gather---originally in Atlanta and later in a rotation among 
other cities in the South-both to commemorate the life and work of 
King and [0 participate in educational programs and community out
reach programs. For example, some building trades unions do repair 
work in the community, in a one-day version of Habitat for Humanity's 
homebuilding program. The leadership describes this work as a means of 
increasing the visibility of the union movement in the community as well 
as improving the image of the movement. As we have seen, the union 
response to the Katrina disaster has been much the same. Union members 
gathered food, clothing, and money to support the victims of the storm 
and organized volunteers to help the victims meet their immediate needs. 

Though nothing is wrong with such charity efforts, they are either 
one-shot deals or short-term efforts, so they do not build movements. 
They can also come across as "photo ops" to improve a union's image 
rather than as part of an overall initiative. Instead of strengthening the 
battle for social justice, they inadvertently reinforce the idea that the 
union movement is an outside force or institution that stands apart from 
the struggles that workers face every day. 
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We see a need for a different approach that addresses questions of 
both class and power. In this approach, Jabor-community is nor the cor
rect dichotomy. A better one would be union-community, but it, roo, is 
not sufficient for a social j ustice framework. Workplace-community
designating a relationship between workplace-based and community
based organizations-is perhaps most useful. This distinction is 
important, but it is not the most important. 

To the extent that labor speaks about matters of class, it should not 
see itself as separme from the community. The term labor should denote 
forms of organization with roots in the working class and with agendas 
that explicitly advance the class demands of the working class. In that 
sense, a community-based organization rooted in the working class 
(such as a workers' center) that addresses class-specific issues is a labor 
organization in the same way that a trade union is. To push the enve
lope a bit more, a trade union that addresses the interests of only one 
section of the working class (such as a white supremacist craft union) 
deserves the label /abor organization less than does a community-based 
organization that assists the unemployed or the homeless. 

In this view, labor organizations should set their sights on achieving 
power that enables them to advance the interests of working people. 1£ 

one accepts this proposition, a genuine labor movement would advance 
the notion of a social-political bloc whose goal is to achieve power. This 
power goes beyond bargaining power-whether in a specific workplace 
or even within a specific industry-to confer political-economic power 
in society as a whole. This concept is not the same as the idea of limit
ing organized labor to supporting specific candidates that the leadershi p 
brings before it. Rather it calls for building strategic relationships 
between and with key progressive social, political, and economic actors, 
some of whom may be within the working class and others of whom 
may be outside it but have agendas that overlap in fundamental ways. 

This approach essentially defies current trade union practices in 
forming alliances and taking political action. Indeed, it has the follow
ing central premise: if class struggle is not restricted to the workplace, 
then neither should unions be. The strategic conclusion is that unions 
must think in terms of organizing cities rather than simply organizing 
workplaces (or industries). And organizing cities is possible only if 
unions work with allies in metropolitan social-political blocs. 

How, then, does one organize a city? The Stamford project gives a clue 
to the possibilities, yet it is merely a prototype. Organizing cities calls for 
practicing class politics: identifying individuals and forces within the 
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working class that have sufficient common cause to unite. To borrow an 
idea raised by the South African Left, we must delineate the minimum 
bases for unity to accomplish a set of objectives that strengthen the power 
of the working class. This larger objective requires organizers to think 
very broadly about who needs to be in the same room to craft a strategic 
plan. Many efforts stumble on this step. Too often, unions and other pro
gressive formations focus only on groups they happen to like working 
with, have a history of working with, and feel comfortable working 
with-rather than on who should be in the room if they are to accomplish 
their objectives. 

Recent experiences of the Black Freedom Movement illustrate this 
point. In the aftermath of the Katrina disaster, confusion was rampant 
within the movement about the best way to respond to the catastrophe 
and its implications. The National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People, under the then-new leadership of Bruce Gordon, con
vened a Black leadership meeting at Howard University in September 
200 5 .  The meeting turned into a gathering of the "usual suspects.)) 
Though a very broad list of suggested participants had been offered 
(including a list by one of us, Bill Fletcher, Jr.) that incorporated not only 
the traditional Black leadership but also Black leftists of different stripes 
(including but not limited to nationalists and Pan-Africanists), meeting 
planners either ignored nontraditional forces or excluded them outright. 
They gave no reason for this exclusion, though one can guess that these 
forces were simply outside the leadership's comfort zone. In the absence 
of the Left, the discussion focused more on the interests of the Black 
business community than on the need to build a movement to address 
the Katrina moment. In other words, any attempt to develop a compre
hensive strategic orientation was impossible given the glaring absences in 
the room. Comfort, whether personal or organizational, overrode strate
gic necessity, limiting the ability of the conference to accomplish its 
goals. In a similar fashion, the trade union movement regularly finds 
ways to exclude the very people with whom it needs to work. 

Therefore, the first step in building a progressive labor community 
social-political bloc is to gather the forces together. This process 
involves more than issuing an invitation. It calls for building trust 
among people and groups that may not feel they have a basis for trust 
or that may not have worked together before. 

Within the working class are a number of relatively new organiza
tions and movements associated with so-called workers' centers, as well 
as other independent workers' organizations. These groups are often 
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ignored by the established union movement, and some of them have 
written off the established movement as archaic. Yet many of these for
mations-for example, the northern Virginia-based Tenants & Work
ers United, the Miami Workers Center, the New York-based Chinese 
Staff and Workers' Association, the Philadelphia Unemployment Proj
ect, the Boston-based City LifeNida Urbana (CLNU)-have deep roots 
within sections of the working class that are relatively untouched or 
ignored by official trade unionism. They are often the poorest of the 
working class, and in some cases, the most marginal. They rarely have 
much power in the workplace, anempting instead to have an impact at 
the community level. For the 88  percent of the U.S. workforce that is 
not in unions, these organizations offer a way to organize to advance 
their own interests. The organizations can also provide cultural and lan
guage bridges between communities that have been denied access to 
civic participation or traditional unions. This capability is particularly 
useful for workers' centers established in immigrant communities of 
color. The centr�s provide a safe haven for working people seeking to 
develop skills for coping with civic society and for organizing for power 
in the community or in the workplace. 

With the changes in the economy and the shift in the types of manu
facturing and service industries, not to mention the increase in the num
ber of the structurally unemployed, these groups' work is all the more 
important. It offers an opportunity to forge a labor movement rather 
than simply a trade union movementJ 

The nontraditional organizations above have established significant 
niches in various sections of the working class. Tenants & Workers 
United has developed significant work among largely Latino immi
grants in northern Virginia; the Miami Workers Center has done impor
tant work among the African American poor in the highly segregated 
and repressive city of Miami; the Chinese Staff and Workers' Associa
tion has long had a foothold in New York among Chinese restaurant 
workers; CAAV (founded as the Committee Against Anti-Asian Vio
lence) has a project to support domestic workers in New York City, a 
largely immigrant workforce; the Workplace Project in Long Island, 
New York, has organized immigrant workers and pursued many claims 
for back wages and reports of poor working conditions; and in Los 
Angeles, the Labor/Community Strategy Center (LCSC) works with the 
poorest sectors of the working class, initiating, for example, an unusual 
mass organization known as the Bus Riders Union to address inequities 
in transportation funding and services in Los Angeles County. 
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The second piece of this approach of organizing cities is ro return ro 
the notion of unionism as a force in pro-working-class economic devel
opment. Thus, it requires union leaders ro think about the various strug
gles and demands of specific sections of the working class, such as the 
demand for affordable housing, as well as find ways to generate decent
paying jobs. The union movement can support this project in ways that 
were first described by economist-theorist Randy Barber in the book he 
coauthored with Jeremy Rifkin in I978, The North Shall Rise Again. 8 
Barber and Rifkin suggest that unions direct vast pools of pension-fund 
money to promote economic development. The AFL-C10 has pro
grams-such as the Housing Investment Trust-that can serve as allies in 
such work. The main point, though, is to advance unionism as one tool 
for strengthening the working class, its living standard, and its power. 

The principal vehicles for advancing such class politics could be 
coalitions that we call working people's assemblies. The idea is a simple 
one: to gather together working-class-based organizations that have an 
interest---objective and subjective-in formulating a working people's 
agenda. The agenda would need to begin at the local level (city or 
county) before expanding outward. It would need to focus on the issues 
particular to working-class people in the target area, identifying the key 
issues as well as strategies for addressing them. Such strategies could 
combine self-help initiatives, such as industrial cooperatives and hous
ing cooperatives, with efforts to take programmatic demands to govern
ment, through mass action and electoral politics. For example: 

• Industrial cooperatives. The modern trade unton movement has 
largely ignored the possibilities of industrial cooperatives. In the 
nineteenth century, co-ops were a key part of movements such as the 
Knights of Labor. The working people's assembly in an area might 
either create a committee to initiate a cooperative (conducting the 
research, raising the capital, identifying markets, hiring a labor force) 
or pressure a government body-municipal, county, or srate-to 
start a quasi-public economic development venture (particularly in 
geographic areas or parts of the economy that the privare sector has 
abandoned),9 

• Electoral challenges. Contrary to the practice of many leftist and pro
gressive initiatives, a basis of unity for working people's assemblies 
should not be participants' attitude toward a particular established 
political party (or, for that matter, toward a minor political party), 
Each assembly-which would constitute a united front-would need 
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to establish the appropriate organizational vehicle for implementing 
its decisions. Upon adopting a program, the assembly might begin 
to construct a political organization that can follow through on the 
agenda. We believe that this type of organization would likely be a 
neo-Rainbow effort. \0 In other words, it would not be a political 
party but would be a political organization capable of running can
didates for office either withm one of the existing parties (most 
likely the Democrats) or in an independent effort. Such an endeavor 
would go beyond efforts such as the LaborlNeighbor program 
of the San Francisco Central Labor Council. Rather than create a 
union political operation, it would create a pro-working-c1ass polit
ical organization. I I  

Organizing cities, then, would be a comprehensive, multilevel effort. 
Rather than have one union concentrate on multiple workplaces or 
launch a multiunion organizing effort (such as the AFL-CIO's failed 
1980s Houston organizing project), this approach would bring together 
Inbor forces for a multiyear effort focused on a set of clear strategic 
objectives. The three-decades-old community-based organization City 
Life/Vida Urbana illustrates some of the elements of this approach. The 
organization has been working to win collective bargaining for tenants 
in the city of Boston. Under its banner, tenams' associations would have 
a right to bargain on behalf of their members. Through a formation 
called Community Labor United, efforts have been under way to bring 
together union activists and City LifeNida Urbana activists. Some 
unions, for instance, have supported the CLNU legislation on tenant 
collective bargaining. Some unions, such as SEIU, have reached out to 
CUVU to gain its support in organizing efforts (such as campaigns ro 
organize security guards), and discussions have taken place about areas 
in which the unions could provide reciprocal support. I! 

As important as these initiatives are, conceptualizing this work within 
a working people's assembly could raise its strategic ambitions and level 
of unity. CUVU's work, then, could be part of a joint concentration of 
progressive forces in the Boston metropolitan area. The assembly could 
call on other organizations, including trade unions, to provide technical, 
financial, moral, and personnel support to its efforts. Those efforts could 
parallel multiunion organizing efforts within the Boston metropolitan 
area. Rather than have the timing of these efforts appear to be a coinci
dence, participants in the working people's assembly could share demands 
and show real (rather than symbolic) solidarity. 
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To create a strategic bloc, working-class organizations need to see 
that their interests, objectives, and identities coalesce. Rather than have 
each struggle move ahead on its own, the bloc would aim to build 
coherence among progressive forces, thereby transforming a series of 
tactical alliances into a social movement. The ultimate aim, of course, 
would be to construct a nationwide strategic bloc. To achieve this trans
formation, a neo-Rainbow-type formation would be essential. The 
movement must be grounded within the working class. The question is 
whether unions could play more than an ancillary role in building such 
a movement. 

RACE A N D  G E N D ER 

The post-World War I I  union movement has largely been unable to 
develop a politics that truly addresses issues of race, gender, and labor, 
apart from making superficial or rhetorical gestures. A few exceptions 
exist, sllch as several Left-led unions purged by the CIO during the Cold 
War era, in the late I940S and early I950s. Union leaders who emerged 
during the era of the Vietnam War, the civil rights movements of people 
of color, and the women's movement have tended to be more sensitive 
to issues of race and gender than have their predecessors, but this sensi
tivity has not necessarily or mainly translated into consistently anti racist 
and antisexist practice. We suggest that the union movement's accep
tance of the Gompers paradigm, combined with ancicommunism, has 
limited its ability to understand not only issues of race and gender but, 
more generally, the need for consistent democracy. 

As we have seen, race and gender are not sideshows to the alleged real 
story of class (which itself is too often understood in narrow terms). The 
oppression of women is thousands of years old and certainly precedes 
capitalism. Race is a sociopolitical construct created in the aftermath of 
the English invasion of Ireland that later took on notions of color with 
the European invasion of the Western Hemisphere and the inrroduction 
of the African slave trade. The tendency to define people by race largely 
stems from a drive to establish and maintain social control. Both race 
and gender have been successfully incorporated inro and influenced by 
the development of modern capitalism. Thus, capitalism would not exist 
without issues of race and gender, Though these issues may play out dif
ferently in different places, they are part and parcel of the system, 

If this conclusion is correct, and we obviously believe that it is, the 
consequences for a union movement are profound. A prominenr white 
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union leader told one of us that s/he does not know what an anti racist 
practice is or why s/he should advance such an idea. This comment, 
which the leader claimed was an effort to play the devil's advocate, nev
ertheless spoke to a troublesome inclination. Even union leaders who 
have emerged from earlier struggles and count themselves as progres
sives tend to collapse all s[fuggles into economics and to believe that a 
militant economic struggle is sufficient to unite the working class and 
build working-class power in the United States. The assumption is that 
the working class stands apart from issues of race and class. Despite the 
fact that history demonstrates the folly of this view, its proponents often 
state it without apology. 

For example, the Change to Win Federation, at least as recently as 
the writing of this book, has shied away from issues it sees as divisive
usually in the name of "growth." Growth-increased membership in 
organized labor-has become the altar at which everyone should pray. 
However, we have heard this song before. 

During the 1930S and 1940s, the CIO had two distinct tendencies in 
dealing with matters of race and gender. One approach, favored by 
unions such as the United Steel Workers of America, was to organize all 
workers in a given plant without challenging patterns and practices of 
racial and gender discrimination in the workplace. Thus, though every 
worker's living standard rose as a result of unionization, racial and gen
der differentials remained. At the other end of the spectrum were the 
Left-led unions such as the International Longshore and Warehouse 
Union and the Packinghouse Workers, which saw a duty to challenge, in 
particular, racist discrimination (albeit not always consistently). The pre
vailing ClO message, against which the Left struggled, was that growth 
alone should drive unions' agendas. According to the labor pragmatists, 
growth would change the dynamics, creating the conditions for resolving 
all outstanding questions affecting specific segments of the working 
class. Yet growth did not lead to resolution of those questions, even 
though it did improve the living standards of most unionized workers. In 
fact, the CIO's failure to follow through on its promise, compounded by 
the purging of the Left-led unions, laid the foundation for the emergence 
of Black caucuses and networks-and later the formation of caucuses 
and networks among other oppressed groups. And these groups chal
lenged the racism, and complicity in racism, of the movement's leaders, 13 

A twenty-first-century union movement must begin with recogni
tion of one point: the working class divides along lines drawn by the 
oppressions built into capitalism. These divisions lead some theorists to 
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believe-incorrectly-that the United States has no working class but 
rather a series of identities fighting for recognition (and often fighting 
only against the specific form of oppression they face). 

Divisions within the working class are linked to larger social divi
sions. Divisions on racial lines are nor simply divisions within the work
ing class but a component of a larger set of societal racial divisions. As 
a result, people's social and policical identification tends to cross class 
lines because of the all-round nature of special oppression. For exam
ple, African American and Chicano workers might identify with other 
things African American and Chicano, respectively, because of the scale 
and scope of racial oppression. Women workers might identify with 
issues that affect women who are not of the working class (though this 
process is complicated). 

This does nor mean, crudely, that «everyone has it rough." Rather it 
means that class cannot be understood in a linear fashion. One cannot, 
for instance, inoculate oneself against racism and sexism or overlook 
the experiences that one has had as a member of a group that has 
known mcinl or gender oppression. Such experiences inform one's exis
tence in general bur also the way in which one perceives other compo
nents of reality-in this case, class. 

In turn, oppressions such as racism and sexism become battle
grounds to unite workers in the larger challenge for power, or they 
become battlegrounds in the intraclass struggle over resources (given 
the manner in which capitalism allocates the social surplus). They also 
potentially become battlegrounds in the reshaping of society. 

Because class consciousness is directly affected by how one under
stands and acts upon other oppressions, such as race and gender, not to 
mention economic oppression, a linear or overly economic view of class 
can create an illusion of unity. In other words, reducing workers' experi
ence to their economic reality in the workplace or, for thm matter, in the 
street can conceal the impact of other oppressions on their consciousness 
and reality. Workers can come to believe that by ignoring those other 
realities, they can all march off together. Such a view, as we have seen 
throughout U.S. history, is disastrous. The union movement largely 
ignores the fact that capitalism engenders competition and that the sys
tem promotes and absorbs divisions such as race and gender as a means 
of maintaining social control. The leadership of organized labor fails to 
confront this reality not because of stupidity but because of awareness of 
the consequences of addressing it: leaders have a deep-seated fear that 
addressing the all-roo-apparent divisions will antagonize whites or men. 
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If the working class is already divided, then the strategic question for 
the union movement and all labor activists must be how to bring about 
the highest degree of unity. The twenty�first-century union movement 
not only must reject the Compers paradigm of anticommunism and 
empire but must embrace consistent democracy. 

To the white union leader who does not know what an anti racist 
praccice looks like, one could answer as follows; antiracist practices are 
those that champion consistent democracy. In other words, in an anti� 
racist movement, a union leader would rise to leadership by champi� 
oning struggles that go beyond one industry or sector and, for that 
matter, that look beyond economics. Fighting for consistent democracy 
is essential to build the strategic political blocs we describe above. 

Unions' struggle for consistent democracy could take several forms; 

• active struggles against racist and sexist employer practices in the 
workplace, such as differentials in working conditions, pay, access 
to employment, and promotions 

• opposition to religious persecution, such as that against Muslims 
since 9/T J 

• support for on�site child care or employer�paid child�care programs 

• suppOrt for federal funding of education coupled with educational 
reform (taking this function out of the hands of the states) 

• suppOrt for national health care 

• support for secure voting rights and for reforms in voting proce� 
dures to open up the process 

support for affordable housing 

• opposition to the persecution of immigrants and support for the 
rights of immigrants 

• advocacy of a democratic foreign policy 

Many other possibilities fot action could join this list. Some unions, partic� 
ularly Left�led unions, have historically made a practice of advancing such 
demands. Nevertheless, the pull toward a narrow Gompers�style emphasis 
on economics is strong and has led many a union leader to assume that 
common economic demands are the surest way of establishing unity. 

The union movement's approach to race and gender has at least t\vo 
other elements, one external and the other internal. Externally, unions 
have failed to make common cause with independent social movements, 
many of which demonstrate that race and gender cross class bound� 
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aries. Many legitimate multiclass movements of people of color and of 
women have focused on demands and issues that are both specific to 
their groups (and their fights for freedom) and central to the pursuit of 
genuine democracy. These movements have often been ahead of orga
nized labor in advancing social agendas. Thus, an interesting sort of 
tension can develop, in part because many union leaders believe they 
stand at the helm of the most advanced progressive social movements. 
In the I950S and I960s, for example, the civil rights stage of the Black 
Freedom Movement regularly advanced demands for democracy that 
outclassed nearly everything emerging from the trade union movement. 

Even more important, the demands raised by these independent social 
movements can be at odds with the demands and practices of U.S. trade 
unions. When, for instance, Black, Puerto Rican, and Chinese workers 
and their community-based allies demanded the desegregation of the 
building trades unions in New York from the early 1960s onward, they 
were essentially making a demand for democracy and, by extension, a 
demand for a different sort of trade union movement. Unions should have 
broken ranks at this point, and progressives should have led their unions 
to support the communities calling for desegregation. Such support should 
have been both moral and material. Rarely, however, did unions step for
ward in this way. Instead, the bulk of the union movement, in the name of 
"labor solidarity," either remained conveniently silent or found ways to 
ally with the racist building trades. This struggle or set of struggles would 
have been legitimate grounds for a split within organized labor. 

Another occasion on which a union failed to see potential in an 
external movement was the legendary and notorious (and devastating) 
T968 teachers' strike in New York. In this classic example, the United 
Federation of Teachers (UFT; an affiliate of the American Federation of 
Teachers)-then under the leadership of Albert Shanker, a right-wing 
social democrat-took a hard-line position against efforts by the 
African American and Puerto Rican communities to gain community 
control of schools. Narrowing its view to issues of seniority and ignor
ing the racial discrimination that had kept African American and Latino 
teachers out of the school system for years, the Uri struck, in effect, 
against the communities of color, against the freedom movements. In 
many respects, relations between communities of color and the UFT 
(specifically Black-Jewish relations) have not fully recovered from this 
battie. The bulk of organized labor failed to break ranks from the UFT 
and failed to appreciate the significance of the African American and 
Puerto Rican demands for community control of the schools. 
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Therefore, the unions must reconceptualize their relationships with 
other progressive social movements. The demands that these move
ments generally raise are not tangential to economic demands but 
rather speak direcrly ro the question of consistenr democracy. 

The internal element of unions' engagement with issues of race and 
gender is whether they have the will or the mechanisms ro recognize 
race and gender oppression. The practice of U.S. trade unionism since 
the mid-1980s has illustrated the tension between diversity and inclu
sion. In large part because of the struggles of the T950s, T960s, and 
T970s, the traditional trade union leadership faced new pressure to 
open its ranks to women and people of color. Demands for greater 
diversity came from organized caucuses or formations, such as the 
Coalition of Labor Union Women, the League of Revolutionary Black 
Workers, and the USWA Ad Hoc Committee. In addition, pressure 
came from the outside, including but not limited to lawsuits accusing 
unions of exclusion. In either case, during the 1990S, the trade union 
leadership and staffs began to become more diverse. 

In the recenr past, some backsliding has occurred. One reason is that 
many of the staff positions that went to women and people of color did 
not confer sufficient power or allow these staffers to exert influence on 
the real decision makers. Though the balance sheet differs from union to 
union, staff members of color have rarely found themselves in positions 
of real power and authority. Those who have had power have largely 
been those in unions run by leaders of color. Certainly, these individuals 
in largely white settings were not necessarily figureheads. Rather the 
power was often drained from their positions once they assumed them. 14 

Most often, women and people of color have difficulty gaining access to 
powerful staff positions in the first place. A case in point is the staff posi
tion of nationallinternational organizing director. As of late 2006, only 
one national/international union had a Black organizing director. How 
can this be possible in the beginning of the twenty-first century? 

Elected positions are a bit more complicated because, by definition, 
elected leaders are chosen by a membership. Yet the formality of this 
selection process should not confuse anyone. First, many "elected" 
leaders within the union movement gain their position through the 
assistance of someone currently occupying that position or of someone 
else in authority. The recent history of the Communications Workers of 
America is instructive. Progressive leader Larry Cohen assumed the 
presidency of CWA after years of anticipation, and a shakeup followed, 
along with the emergence of new leaders. The new leadership grouping 
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is almost all white. Despite the opportunity to recruit and develop lead
ers of color, the culture of the organization apparently took over, chang
ing the cast of characters in various positions but not the types of people 
usually promoted into these jobs. In some unions, the situation is quite 
blatant and embarrassing, with the promotion of family members creat
ing an almost monarchical succession. 

A complicated issue is at play in matters related to elected union 
office, one that haunts all electoral politics in the United States: how 
many whites are willing to vote for individuals of color, and how many 
people of both genders are willing to vote for women? The union move
ment has an uneven record in this area, speaking volumes about the 
lack of internal education about inclusion. 

A twenty-first-century union movement must recognize several facts: 

• The working class is divided and must be united, but unity cannot 
be based solely on common economic demands and must join peo
ple together in a struggle for consistent democracy. 

The union movement has an obligation to build and support working
class leaders of color and women leaders who can be influenrial 
within their respective independent social movements. It must recog
nize that such individuals have independent power and constituency 
bases and thus must have independent authority . 

• Diversity is important, but inclusion is fundamental. Thus, union 
leadership-at both the staff and elected levels-must mirror the 
membership. Women and staff members of color must also have 
opportunities to hold positions of real authority, not just the posi
tions they have traditionally held, such as civil rights and women's 
director positions. Full inclusion is not only a moral position bur 
also a pragmatic necessity: whites cannot know the experiences of 
workers of color any more than men can know the experiences of 
women. Whites can be allies of people of color, and men can be 
allies of women, but they must do so in a spirit of partnership rather 
than condescension, 

The movement's organizing strategy must incorporate and coordi
nate with social movements of color, incorporate sectors that have 
large numbers of women and people of color, and validate sectors 
that are primarily centers for women workers, and therefore receive 
short shrift, such as domestic work, home care, and child care. IS 
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THE NEED FOR A GLOBAL O U TLOOK 

Transformation will occur when the bbor movement thinks and Clets 
both globally and locally. All of the data available indicate that unioniza
tion provides the most consistent means for workers to improve their 
economic welfare.1 But what about the rest of the workers, the majority 
of working people (now 88 percent) who do not have unions? The union 
movement succeeded in the past because unions were able to manifest 
the aspirations and hopes of most working people and consequently 
earned the mass support of working-class communities. Unions were 
"schools of democracy" in which working people could learn how to 
build their power where they work and often learned to fight for the 
equal rights of all workers, regardless of their race, gender, sexual orien
tation, disabilities, immigration status, and nationality. This class-based 
perspective of unionism informed unionized workers about the impor
tance of building power for working people in their communities.2 

The union movemenr needs to make some critical changes to ensure 
its own future. From a leftist perspective, the future of the union move
ment lies in a combination of renewed internationalism and the ability of 
local union movements to transform themselves. Today 70 percent of the 
union movement's resources are tied up in local unions, which is the level 
at which workers and their communities interact with rhe union move
ment every day. People have long recognized that the only structure in 
the union movement that can blend the various interests and cultures of 
unions with the culture and interests of local communities is rhe central 

186 
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labor council. We join with other scholars and activists in believing that 
the shift from business unionism ro social justice unionism requires a 
dramatic cultural, ideological, and structural transformation in and of 
the U.S. union movement, and that change will have to come from local 
bases of activism informed by global realities.3 Thinking and acting 
globally and locally will change unions and communities simultaneously. 

When a progressive movement culture in the unions captured the 
hopes and aspirations of working people, union and labor "move
ments" were built, such as the Knights of Labor in the late nineteenth 
century and the CIO in the T930S and T940s. Industrial organizing, 
driven at its height by a center-Left alliance in the CIO, inspired hope 
for workplace democracy, broad-based democratic reforms, a social 
safety net, gender and racial equality, and an end to grinding poverty. 
Similarly today, a union movement that reflects how global forces affect 
workers in their communities and effectively combats neoliberal global
ization at the local level (and unites with others to resist it globally) will 
improve workers' lives and enable unions to reclaim their place as the 
basic institution of working-class people. 

TRADE U N I O N I S M  STAGE SOUTH 

Despite the fact that several unions have abandoned use of the term sol
idarity, apparently because of feedback they received from focus groups, 
we find the term not only politically valuable but analytically useful, 
because it describes a particular practice that organizations, social move
ments, and other groups undertake to establish common cause in their 
efforts. An interesting and problematic view of international working
class solidarity began to emerge in the U.S. union movement several 
years ago. This view, which was apparently shared by the future mem
bers of Change to Win and the Sweeney leadership in the AFL-CIO, 
identifies three forms of solidarity: Cold War solidarity, pragmatic soli
darity, and a third form we call "altruistic solidarity" (helping weaker 
movements with educational programs and in some cases resources).4 
None of these approaches assumes that U.S. unions have much to learn 
from or to emulate in the union movements of the Global South. None 
acknowledges (har support for other movements-whether they are 
union movements or other forms of justice movements-is essential to 
achieve solidarity within the U.S. union movement.5 

The U.S. union movement has emerged from a tradition of Cold War 
trade unionism. This tradition has characteristically viewed other nations' 
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trade unions with arrogance and condescension, even when U.S. unions 
have been able to do good work with these non-U.S. organizations. The 
tradition has also involved destructive interference in other countries and 
their labor movements. And Cold War unionism has clouded the ability of 
the U.S. union movement to understand responses in the Global South to 
emerging neoliberal globalization. 

The Global South is, of course, not a monolithic bloc. Within it are 
countries that have pursued economic and political policies often at 
odds with global capitalism (for example, China before T976 and 
Cuba), countries that have undertaken a form of national capitalism 
(such as South Korea, India, and China after T978), and more classic 
neocolonies (such as the Philippines, Kenya, and most of Central Amer
ica). Clearly, some countries fall between these categories or reside at 
the nexus of them. 

For reasons rooted in Cold War geopolitics, the United States has 
supported the economic development of certain countries more than 
others. It has done so in Japan, for example, by relieving the country of 
the burden of developing a Inrge-scale military and creating favorable 
trade agreements, and in this way, it has been able to position the coun
try to place needed resources into industrialization and large-scale eco
nomic development. In countries with more distorted development, 
such as Indonesia and Nigeria, foreign investment has helped expand 
the size of the working classes. These classes, however, have often been 
unbalanced, with significant investments in particular sectors, such as 
the petrochemical industry, being unmatched in other sectors. This 
unevenness can lead to polarization within the working class. Neverthe
less, one can reasonably say that the world has witnessed a process of 
proletarianization over the last forty-plus years. This process has taken 
place in the shadow of the expansion of capitalism in the farming sector 
(and in many cases the displacement of farmers, which has encouraged 
migration into urban slums or to other countries).6 In turn, particularly 
during the past decade, we have seen the expansion of the informal sec
tor, the sector of the workforce not tied into the official economy (such 
as unregistered businesses or workers paid "under the table") .  

The response to neoliberal globalization in the Global South has 
been mixed, with class often determining people's responses. Neocolo
nial elites have embraced neoliberal globalization, as one would expect. 
In some cases-for example, contemporary South Africa-ruling groups 
formerly associated with national liberation movements have also 
embraced neoliberal globalization bur have had to navigate compli-
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cated relationships with the United States to avoid total subordination. 
As Greg Albo has noted, relations between the major capitalist states 
today hover between competition and cooperation.7 This statement also 
describes the relations between the G-8 countries and many of the lesser 
capitalist countries such as South Africa and Brazil. Discussions, for 
instance, about South-South relations and an alignment between 
China, Brazil, India, and South Africa often reflect the desire of the 
national ruling groups of the Global South to strengthen their position 
in relation to the United States, but they do not fundamentally challenge 
neoliberal globalization.s 

At the grassroots, however, significant challenges have emerged. 
Time and space do not permit an exhaustive examination of these efforts, 
but several general observations apply. First, the collapse of national pop
ulist projects beginning in the late 1970S has created a space in which 
new transformative movements are atrempting to grow.9 The struggles 
for national independence and national liberation from the 1940S 

through the 1970S created formal or informal national united fronts in 
which various social forces subordinated themselves. The inability of 
the national populist projects to evolve into fully transformative proj
ects (in large part because of their acceptance of the parameters of exist
ing capitalism), combined with the end of the Cold War, threw these 
movements into chaos. The leading elements of most of these countries 
rejected, formally and informally, noncapitalist directions and embraced 
neoliberalism. This change in fundamental direction alienated parts of 
the movements that had hitherto worked directly with the leading 
organization or party of the national populist project. 1 0  

Despite accepting some form of neoliberal globalization, ruling elites 
in the Global South have, by and large, been able to maintain links, 
however illusory, between their projects and those of their nations. This 
posture has created significant challenges for social movements, which 
want to warn their fellow citizens that these elites are in fact betraying 
the national project. I I  

Second, class, gender, ethnicity, and the environment have become crit
ical issues in the Global South and thus are providing the bases for signif
icant social movements. The struggle against outside control originally 
subordinated and marginalized many questions of social justice. Now, 
however, the crisis of national populist projects in the Global South has 
opened the door for these issues to emerge. The global reorganization of 
capitalism and the production process is also having a major impact. 
Increased participation of women in both the formal and the informal 
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workforce, albeit often in gender-segregated conditions, is part of this 
transformationY In some cases, these issues have been skewed or co
opted by the right wing. Cases in point include the ethnic conflict that led 
to the Rwanda genocide and the rise of right-wing Christian and Muslim 
fundamentalist movements that have challenged the status of women.13 

By the same token, positive developments have taken place, includ
ing the mobilization of the Venezuelan poor by Hugo Chavez and his 
movement (which spoke to the crisis of the political party system in 
Venezuela), the vibrant trade union movement and poor people's move
ments in South Africa, and a burgeoning underground women's move
ment in Afghanistan. 

Third, vibrant trade union movements have emerged in the Global 
South that have had significant social impacts. In Nigeria, South Africa, 
Brazil, South Korea, and India (the list is not exclusive), large-scale 
trade union movements have galvanized other social movements. Labor 
theorist Peter Waterman generally describes these labor movements as 
forms of "social movement unionism "-that is, activist movements that 
mobilize members to challenge the status quo of labor-capital rela
tions.14 Each of these movements has a visible Left presence that is 
sometimes very well organized and other times much looser. 

Fourth, even in countries with vibrant labor movements, the absence 
of a broader social movement allows organized labor to backslide 
toward standard labor-capital relations. Under neoliberal globalization, 
workers are under nearly constant attack by capitalist forces. Though 
these attacks are national in nature, the subtext is always international. 
In the face of vibrant labor movements, the protectors of capital tend 
toward a combination of repression (sometimes violent) and co-optation 
(specifically, insistence on respectable labor-capital relations and con
formity to established standards). 

South Africa provides an illustration of this point. The country has 
three main labor federations, two of which-the Congress of South 
African Trade Unions (COSATU, the largest of the federations) and the 
National Council of Trade Unions {NACTU, the smallest of the federa
tions)-emerged directly from the antiapartheid struggle under explicitly 
left-wing leadership. These two federations have different ideological 
roots but retain much in common. They have participated in activities 
ranging from strikes to mass marches while leading, coalescing with, and 
depending on other social movements. 

With the democratic victory and end of apartheid in South Africa, 
these labor federations faced an entirely new situation. With the African 
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National Congress's (ANC's) assumption of power in the 1994, 1999, 

and 2004 elections, the strategies and tactics employed against the 
apartheid regime no longer applied. Nevertheless, the conditions facing 
the South African working class have remained difficult, particularly in 
light of the application of neoliberalism to South Africa. The ANC-led 
government has promoted the European-inspired "social partnership" 
model, in which labor, capital, and the state are independent partners 
that must collaborate in the interests of economic development. The gov
ernment has set up instiwtions, such as the National Economic Develop
ment and Labour Council (NED LAC), to coordinate and organize this 
reiationship.15 

This scenario has several problems, not the least of which is the fact 
that this model is collapsing in Europe. Second, the model does not 
mesh with the neoliberal approach to economics because it essentially 
obstructs the objectives of capital. For this reason, sllch corporatist 
notions have no place in a neoliberal environment. Third, this corpo
ratist strategy raises questions about the role of other social forces, 
including nonunion working-class-based organizations. This laSt point 
has been a hot-button issue in South Africa. Though the unions are a 
significant force in South Africa (representing approximately 50 percent 
of the workforce), unemployment in the country ranges from 3 0  to 50 

percent, and working people face issues in their communities that are 
just as important as those in the workplace, such as the need for electri
fication and drinkable water. Thus, a need exists to define the relation
ship of the trade union movement-particularly COSATU-to the 
social forces that have emerged to address these issues and to determine 
how the union movement will respond to these issues in and of them
selves. Finally, the model assumes that the capitalist state is a neutral 
institution through which labor and capital compete. This assumption 
can lead to deadly consequences.16 

Not surprisingly, the South African federations coming out of the rev
olutionary national democratic revolution-COSATU and NAcru
are under considerable pressure to be "legitimate" and "respectable" 
institutions. During the antiapartheid struggle, these movements defined 
their respectability and legitimacy in terms of their mass bases and 
the struggle against the white minority regime. Now that the country 
has Black majority rule, however, the situation is more complicated. 
COSATU, which has active alliances with both the African National 
Congress and the South African Communist Party, finds itself at odds 
with the prevailing economic approach of the government. Yet it and 
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other social movements must decide whether to press the ANC govern
ment for social transformation or to define their role in more traditional 
trade unionist terms. 

As with the National Postal Mail Handlers Union (though on a much 
greater scale), which we discussed in chapter 6, various echelons in the 
South African union movement are under pressure to accommodate to 
standard patterns of labor-management relations. Along with this pres
sure come certain enticements and comforts for union leaders that can 
create distance between them and the rank and file. This matter has gen
erated great controversy in South Africa. 

Yet unionism in South Africa remains highly political, a fact that 
some U.S. trade unionists find both confusing and unsettling. The polit
ical discussions within COSATU and NACTU are more extensive and 
more sophisticated than any discussions taking place within the U.S. 
union movement. Grappling with some of the same questions that face 
U.S. unions, both South African federations, to different extents, are 
attempting to define the challenges facing the movement in their country 
during this era of neoliberal globalization. Whether they will be able 
ultimately to resist the sirens of neoliberalism and bureaucratism is not 
yet clear. 

E M P I R E  

No doubt one is a wretched plebeian harassed by debts 
and military service, but, to make up for it, one is a 
Roman citizen, one has one's share in the task of ruling 
other nations and dictating their laws. 

Sigmund Freud, The Flltllre of 1lIl1sioll, 1927 

Missing from the lexicon of U.S. trade unionism is a six-letter word: 
empire. This word, in association with U.S. foreign policy, is so explosive 
that it is normally avoided in polite company within the union move
ment. When it comes up in official U.S. trade union circles, a silence falls, 
as if the listeners had stumbled across a blank spot in a recording. 

The notion of empire carries implications that the bulk of the U.S. 
trade union movement would rather avoid. The most important one is 
that movement actions do not take place in a vacuum. Every action, or 
failure to act, has consequences, as does every issue the union move
ment chooses [Q emphasize or ignore. U.S. organized labor's silence on 
questions of empire has made the movement largely complicit in the 
actions of the U.S. government on the international stage. This collu-
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sion has come at great cost, both domestically and internationally. Yet 
the bulk of organized labor would rather see matters of U.S. foreign 
policy as irrelevant to the union movement. Absent is a willingness to 
ask fundamental questions, such as (I) What do we think about U.S. 
foreign policy? (2) Why is the United States hated overseas? (3 )  Should 
the United States support governments that crush workers and farmers? 
(4) What would a democratic foreign policy look like? (5 )  What is inter
national working-class solidarity? 

Although union leaders frequently cloak their acceptance of U.S. for
eign policy in patriotism, something far deeper and more troubling is at 
work: acceptance of empire. The U.S. trade union movement has come 
to accept the legitimacy of the U.S. de facto international empire and 
has decided that such an empire is not inconsistent with democracy. As 
such, it is caught in a fundamental contradiction between the notion of 
inrernational working-class solidarity and silence about or support for 
empire. The failure to question empire has many roors, nor the least of 
which is the high standard of living in the United States, as well as the 
employment relntionship that many workers have with the U.S. military 
and corporations doing business overseas. In the realm of military pro
duction, a disconnect often exists between workers' production and the 
policy implications of what they produce. Workers making missiles, 
military aircraft, and other weaponry often focus on the job at hand 
and do not inquire about how these products will be used. Military pro
duction that serves to strengthen the role of U.S. capitalism internation
ally not only results in the deaths of thousands but also redirects capital, 
technology, and labor away from socially useful investment. Neverthe
less, workers who play a direct or indirect role in military production 
are encouraged or trained not to think through the implications of the 
products of their labor. 

The point is not to make people feel bad about their jobs but to 
encourage people to consider the consequences of their actions or fail
ures to act. To the extent that the trade union movement is silent about 
military production or silent about the social costs of multinational cor
porate activity in other countries, the union movement and its members 
become complicit in empire, regardless of their intentions. Such com
plicity can often cause inaction or prompt unions and their member
ships to defend unconscionable activities, all in the name of saving jobs. 

As we have said, the U.S. (rade union movement's anemp(s to under
stand globalization have resulted in a one-sided analysis that recognizes 
only the activities of multinational corporations. The tendency has been 
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to look at globalization in terms of the ability of corporations to move 
around the world, outsourcing jobs and downsizing workers. Though 
this element is certainly an important aspect of neoliberal globalization, 
the phenomenon is much broader than this analysis suggests. 

The best response to the reorganization of global capitalism is for the 
international working class to forge solidarity across borders. Moreover, 
it requires the unity of workers with others-not just workers-who are 
falling victim to neoliberal globalization. Insofar as the trade union 
movement (and the labor movement more broadly) does not advance a 
constructive alternative to neoliberal globalization, it opens the doors [0 

right�wing nationalist movements that pose as anti�imperialist but are 
essentially fascist, including, on the extreme wing, the militia movement 
in the United States (and, internationally, groups like al-Qaeda). 

The trade union movement treats neoliberal globalization as simply 
a matter of corporations and economics. When, however, the United 
States intervenes elsewhere in the world-as it has in Iraq and did in 
Central America in the 198os-the union movement is often paralyzed 
and cannot respond because its leaders view governmental foreign pol
icy as separate from the aims and objectives of trade unionism (unless 
the policy is blatantly procorporate. and even then, unions often toler
ate the U.S. position).  The union movement generally considers foreign 
policy on the narrowest of terms-for example, by focusing on the 
North American Free Trade Agreement-rather than considering its 
impact on democracy, self-determination, and human rights. Thus, U.S. 
unions view foreign-policy issues in light of their effect on an identifi
able group of U.S. workers or, in more enlightened moments, their 
impact on U.S. workers in general. 

Because of this narrow view, the global justice movement in the 
United States has grown up largely separate from the trade union move
ment. Though the Seattle demonstrations against the World Trade 
Organization in T999 showed that unity is possible, this unity was 
short-lived, and the movement was unable to integrate its lessons in the
ory or practice. As such, the Seattle effort was an example of tactical 
unity rather than strategic convergence. This fact is not surprising given 
the serious disagreements within the AFL-CIO about the nature of the 
World Trade Organization. 

Neither the AFL�CIO nor the CTW Federation has consistent views 
on the international situation. As we have noted, CTW has so far taken 
no position on the Iraq war. Under the leadership of SHU, its approach 
to international affairs seems to combine case-by-case analysis with the 
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viewpoint of a trade association. This view does not differ qualitatively 
from that of the AFL-CIO. Traditionally, the AFL-CIO has been reluc
tant to take any position on international affairs that might challenge 
U.S. foreign policy, unless the policy has affected workers represented 
by one of its member unions. 

Given this history, a critical need exists for a new unionism that 
embraces a new (for the United States) type of international solidarity. 
For the sake of argument, we call this new unionism social justice soli
darity. Another form of solidarity, pragmatic solidarity, has gained pop
ularity in the United States, particularly under the leadership of SEIU 
(though the union certainly did not invent it). As we have pointed out, 
however, this form of solidarity has a "corporate" outlook in the literal 
sense of the word (rather than in the sense of a "corporation") in that it 
looks for shared interests to maximize the respective power of each 
union or union movement in an interaction. As such, each side cooper
ates on the basis of its immediate material interests. No larger view 
informs this type of solidarity; it forms around the needs of the 
moment. Both sides treat each agreement akin to a business decision, 
rather than see their activities as part of a larger struggle for power and 
against a common opponent. 

Social justice solidarity begins with an important assumption; that 
unions are workers' organizations engaged in class struggle (whether 
they like it or not) rather than corporations (regardless of the legalese). 
Thus, solidarity-a term we continue to insist upon-grows out of com
mon interests at both the tactical and the strategic levels (which presumes 
that workers across borders have common strategic interests). Though 
we cannot assume that a union will necessarily have an ideological com
mitment beyond its commitment to the common struggle of workers, 
social justice solidarity looks at solidarity as a relationship rather than as 
a specific action. This relationship will inevitably change over time, but 
the commitment to common struggle and mutual respect will not. 

Some of the best U.S. examples of social justice solidarity were in the 
mid- to late 1980s, when U.S. unions stood together against the apartheid 
regime in South Africa and in opposition to U.S. intervention in Central 
America. Today social justice solidarity is evident (albeit inconsistently) in 
the slowly developing fight against Wal-Mart's amiworker activity. Yet 
social justice solidarity is at best a minority tendency within U.S. trade 
unionism. Clearly, a view we might call "empire consciousness" contin
ues to dominate the outlook of much of the U.S. trade union movement, 
and empire consciousness is amithetical to social justice solidarity. 
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The meaning of social justice solidarity is clear in the words of a 
noted Colombian trade unionist, who stated, "The most important 
thing that North American activists seeking to support trade unions in 
Colombia can do is to work to change U.S. policy towards Colombia, 
especially its emphasis on military and police aid. "17 Colombian work
ers are asking that their fellow workers in the United States look beyond 
common economic concerns in uniting with them. Instead, workers 
around the world are asking U.S. trade unionists to make a leap to 
social justice solidarity by addressing a wide range of issues, including: 

• immigration and the rights of immigrant workers who cross borders 
seeking a livelihood (often because their nations' economies are in 
disarray because of interference by countries of the Global North) 

• economic decisions by corporations of the Global North that render 
the economies of entire regions-for example, the Caribbean
unstable 

• political repression and abuse of human rights, such as the actions 
faced by workers in countries like Swaziland and Burma/Myanmar, 
who may not have a common employer 

support for regional trade alliances in the Global South that 
strengthen workers' position and improve their nations' abilities to 
achieve genuine self-determination 

opposition to illegal wars of aggression, such as the current one in 
Iraq, as well as opposition to threatening behavior by the U.S. gov
ernment toward countries that will nor accept U.S. direction 

unity against neoliberal globalization and its impact in the United 
States and abroad 

• unity against common employers and against the policies of govern-
ments that undermine democracy and workers' rights 

This level of solidarity goes beyond one-shot agreements between part
ners; it requires principle-driven strategic pacts. What principles should 
drive social justice solidarity? At the head of the list are nonaggression 
among nations, national self-determination, workers' rights, human 
rights, and recognition of the need for a common global agenda-demon
strating at least a minimum level of unity-for the dispossessed.18 
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REALI ZING SOCIAL 

J USTICE UNIONISM 

Strategies for Transformation 

PUTTING T H E  LEFT FOOT FORWARD 

The irony of the current situation is that the U.S. union movemenc must 
become part of a new labor movement. To do so, unions must move 
left; they have no alternative. 

The Gompers compromise unfolded as national capitalism, and later 
imperialism, rook hold in the United States. The bulk of the U.S. move
ment (excluding the Industrial Workers of the World and other forces 
that followed them on the left) did not see a close connection between 
the imperial adventures of the United States and the development of 
U.S. capitalism. Production largely took place in the United States, 
though businesses had foreign investments. At least through the end of 
World War II ,  however, overseas investment focused largely on obtain
ing raw materials and new markets rather than on relocating U.S.
bound production. Rubber to make tires, for instance, came from Brazil 
and later from Asia, bur the tires were produced in Akron, Ohio, and 
other production centers in the Global North. 

This situation has fundamentally changed, which is why we argue 
that the material basis for international working-class solidarity is 
greater than at any point since the development of capitalism. Never
theless, the existence of a material basis does not ensure success. Mov
ing from the general recognition that international solidarity is a good 
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idea to its realization will require changes in ideological orientation as 
well as practical programmatic steps. 

To bring social justice trade unionism into existence, we must change 
not only the leadership of existing organized labor but also the relation
ship between the existing trade union movement and other progressive 
social forces (for example, workers' centers, independent unions, and 
progressive social clubs). Such change will not happen in the absence of 
a conscious Left force, as we have seen in the Change to Win Federa
tion, which lacks Left leadership and a left-wing orientation. Despite 
having some outstanding leaders, CTW remains trapped in a Gompers
style view, albeit one that is dressed up in twenty-first-century stylings. 

Do unions therefore have to become left-wing organizations? At the 
risk of avoiding the quescion, we offer the following answer: 

Unions, as united fronts of workers, develop a set of real-world pol
itics and practices through both external and internal struggles. 
They are not, however, political parties. 

The Gompersian perspective has failed, even in CTW's revised form. 
It cannot explain the current reality of the class struggle, and any 
answers it may try to provide are fundamentally dead ends. 

The predatory nature of U.S. capitalism, both at home and across 
the world, is forcing workers and their organizations to make some 
tough choices based on a stark reality: capital has eliminated the 
possibility for significant capital-labor cooperation. The ramifica
cions of the end of the so-called social contract that had been estab
lished in the 194os-because of the victories of workers combined 
with the dominant position of u.s. capitalism-have largely been 
denied by the bulk of the leadership of organized labor. Their 
approach continues to hold out hope for a return to an earlier 
understanding . 

• Unions cannot replace political parties or other sectoral social 
movements. Nor should rhey conceive of themselves as special inter
est groups. In attempting to represent a class of people-literally
they should act in their members' and potential members' interests 
in multiple arenas. No arena should be immune to unionism. 

Having asserted that the union movement needs to move left, we need 
to define "left." The Left embraces a critique of capitalism that recognizes 
the system's inability to meet the objectives of human rights, workers' 
rights, environmental justice, and other issues. For unions, moving to the 
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left means pushing the envelope to expand worker control over the work
place and the wotk process and to expand democtacy beyond its formal 
limits. Unions need to recognize that democracy is not simply a matter of 
multiparty elections but truly embraces the rule of the people. The Left is 
the force that expands democracy---or fights for its expansion-against 
those forces, including but not limited to corporations, attempting to nar
row the public sphere. A Left-led union movement must be prepared to 
fight for every reform that strengthens the working class and other sectors 
of society subject to oppression. 

I f  the union movement is to shift further to the left, the left-wing 
forces within the movement must achieve organizational coherence. 
One of the biggest mistakes leftists made in the 1980s was to assume 
that they could influence change through individual action. Rather than 
seek the development of a genuine left-wing presence in organized 
labor, individual leftists often shifted their politics and their practice to 
become acceptable to the existing labor movement. At that point, for 
many such individuals, being on the left became little more than a wink 
to acknowledge one's past affiliation; it did not signify adherence to a 
current belief system or practice. 

M O V I N G  TOWARD S O C I A L  JUSTICE U N I O N I S M  

Though we could easily devote an entire book to ideas for winning the 
U.S. trade union movement to social justice unionism, in this section, 
we offer suggestions in two areas: the key steps necessary to advance a 
practice of social justice unionism for the twenty-first century and the 
vehicles necessary to move that practice forward. In addition to the 
working people's assemblies and social-political blocs we have already 
mentioned, below are suggestions for other areas of change. 

Union Transformation 

As we have pointed our, most of today's unions have been shaped by the 
Compers legacy and anticommunism. Unions are not necessarily becom
ing either less or more democratic, but they are evolving. The early 
movement under Compers generally combined decentralized authoritar
ianism with racism and sexism. National and international affiliates 
were highly autonomous, as were the local unions. 

The purge of Left-led unions strengthened a corporate cuirure within 
the official union movement that discouraged creativity, democracy 
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(particularly dissent), and any broad sense of class struggle. Though 
clamor for union reform emerged in the late 1980s in the face of crisis 
and reached a fever pitch in 1995 with John Sweeney's election as pres
ident of the AFL-CIO, the reformers did not envision a full transforma
tion. In the early to mid-I990S, the notion of union transformation 
focused on retooling existing unions to make them more effective 
organizing machines. Even then, divisions existed among the advocates 
of transformation, who formed twO camps one might call technicians 
and reconstructionists. 

The technicians considered union reform largely a technical nutter 
calling for straightforward steps such as changes in leadership or the 
introduction of new tools or approaches to growth. The reconstruction
ists, in contrast, considered transformation of the organizations as a 
whole, looking at fundamental changes in the way the unions con
ducted their business. 

Though the technicians and the reconstructionists had significant dif
ferences, they shared certain ideological precepts that no one chal
lenged. Nevertheless, any changes that have taken place have largely 
been under the hegemony and leadership of the technicians. Ideology 
and worldview, such as SEIU's, have no formal and explicit role, though 
the ideological orientation of SEIU has been changing since the split in 
the AFL-CIO (in ways that many reformers did not anticipate}. I 

To bring about social justice unionism, union transformation must 
take a very different shape. Reformers must see transformation not 
merely as a matter of technique but as a campaign of purpose and 
objectives. The relationship between the member and hislher union 
must fundamentally change. 

Union transformation must begin with the notion that the union has 
to build a broader labor movement as part of the process of introducing 
progressive change. Such change is not only a domestic matter-one of 
wages, hours, and working conditions-but also an imperative to improve 
the lives and power of working-class people. These goals in turn call for 
reevaluating the structure and functioning of the union, looking at every
thing from internal education to organizing targets, the union's relation
ship to various political actors, and international solidarity. 

Advancing a practice of social justice unionism requires an intense 
process of strategic planning and so-called power analysis. This process 
needs to focus on matters of class struggle, taking as the starting point 
the state of the working class generally and, specifically, the state of the 
working class represented by the relevant union(s). Such an examination 
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does not presume that unions are the only or main player when consid
ering the state of the working class in a particulat context. (Activist
theorists Anthony Thigpen [from Los Angeles] and Richard Healy 
[Washington, D.C., and Boston[ have helped raise awareness of these 
important tools of analysis as instruments for struggle.) On a movement
wide scale, the AFGE coalition proposal was attempting (Q promote this 
sort of thinking and orientation (see appendix A). 

The next step is to examine how the union currently operates and to 
explore ways to structure it so that it can advance the objectives identified 
in the earlier analysis. This step is complicated. Given that the union is, 
except in so-called right-to-work states or under agency shop or fee
paying agreements, a nonvoluntary organization of workers with often 
vastly different points of view, real transformation cannot be imposed 
from the top.2 Thus, a process must unfold to win a political mandate 
from the membership for social justice unionism. Many leftists elected (Q 
office have assumed that their election signals the members' endorsement 
of a Left agenda, but members may have simply been endorsing the indi
vidual or the slnte or registering opposition to the other side. Achievement 
of a membership mandate is a more complicated process because it must 
win over a significant portion of the membership to a new approach. Gen
uine membership education must be a major component of this process. 

Transformation is a long-term effort and has no shortcuts. Effective 
and inspiring leadership may bring about changes and victories, but it 
does not necessarily lead to lasting change. Not until a significant por
tion of the membership embraces the new style of unionism can reform
ers say a union is on the road to social justice unionism. Consider, for 
example, the late Machinists president William Wimpisinger, who was 
an open democratic socialist and a friend of many a progressive cause 
but oversaw a union with a complicated, if not ignominious, history in 
matters of race. Wimpisinger was elected not because he was a socialist 
or because members wanted to transform the International Association 
of Machinists into a socialist-led union. He was elected largely despite 
his politics and because he was a "good trade unionist." Moving a union 
toward the embrace of social justice unionism ultimately calls for bring
ing about internal cultural and political change. And for this change to 
occur, reformers need to win a mandate for change from the members. 

Transformation challenges the thinking and practice of the union on 
issues of race and gender. It requires concrete steps (Q shift power and 
power relationships within the locals, central labor councils, state federa
tions, and ultimately the national labor federations. Placing visionaries in 
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key positions is only one step in the process; the overall organization 
must turn its attention to the often-ignored or disenfranchised sectors of 
the workforce and of the wider population. When Karen Nussbaum 
was the director of the AFL-CIO Working Women's Department, she 
repeatedly pointed out that the union movement is the largest organiza
tion of women in the United States. Yet, she noted, the union movement 
did not act as such, and it has still not oriented itself toward women. As 
part of its transformation, the union movement must become a vehicle 
through which oppressed groups, such as women and people of color, 
can advance their demands for freedom. This approach contrasts with 
the current tendency to look at these groups simply as several con
stituencies among many. 

Publi c-Sector Unionism in the South and Southwest 

In the 1960s and early 1970s, some interesting experiments in health-care 
and public-sector organizing began to emerge in the South. Led mainly 
by Local 1199 of the National Union of Health and Hospital Workers 
and the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employ
ees, these efforts-such as the famous Memphis sanitation workers' strug
gle involving Dr. Martin Luther King-fused economic struggles for 
workers' rights with political struggles for Black freedom.3 These efforts 
petered out, and an incredible opportunity to reshape southern organiz
ing was lost. The union movement has never replicated this effort. 

The public sector in the South and the Southwest offers interesting 
opportunities to link electoral activism, community-based work (includ
ing demands for reforms in the public sector), and workers' rights. It 
provides a means to organize African American workers and commu
nities (and increasingly Latino immigrant communities) in the South 
and Chicano and Native American workers and communities in the 
Southwest. 

Yet, if carried our in traditional trade unionist ways, an organizing 
effort in these regions will inevitably fail. In contrast to the AFL-CIO's 
discussions of southern organizing in 2000, any new efforts in the South 
must recognize the centrality of the African American struggle, the newly 
emerging struggles of Latino immigrants, and the role of community
based organizations. With this focus, organizing departs from traditional 
union organizing, instead following along the lines of the organizing
cities concept and becoming a political-geographic project that embraces 
a variety of forces. To achieve this objective, unions cannot simply call 
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upon their traditional allies to show up and wave; they must engage with 
these allies in formulating a coherent stratebT)'. In the South and South
west, they can draw upon the African American, Latino immigrant, and 
Chicano and Native American movements. The pursuit of workers' 
rights, then, has to go beyond institution building in the unions and 
become a movement for social advancement and transformation. 

Nonmajority Unionism 

Nonmajority unionism is the theory and practice of building a union 
among workers regardless of whether the union can officially conduct 
collective bargaining with an employer. Normally, the union builds its 
membership and operates in a workplace in which it has not yet 
achieved the 50 percent-plus-one vote necessary to be certified as the 
bargaining representative for the workers. 

Various unions have experimented with nonmajority unionism. 
Unions organizing in the South-particularly in the public sector, which 
provides no right to unionize, and in high-tech industries-have under
taken organizational efforts that go beyond the scope of traditional 
trade union activities. 

Though nonmaiority unions have operated in one form or another 
since the beginning of unionism, national interest in this concept 
revived in T990 with the publication of an essay by Clyde Summers, 
"Unions without Majority-A Black Hole?"4 This article suggested that 
the union movement explore new and creative ways of organizing and 
providing representation, particularly using Section 7 of the National 
Labor Relations Act. Summers's comments generated a great degree of 
inrerest, particularly among activists working in right-to-work states. A 
more recent article explores the application of this concept to collective 
bargaining.s Such articles supply the theory to back up the experience of 
organizations such as North Carolina's Black Workers for Justice, 
South Carolina's Carolina Alliance for Fair Employment, and the Mis
sissippi Alliance of State Employees/Communications Workers of 
America Local 3570. 

With the passage of the Wagner Act in the T930S, most unions chose 
to focus on achieving the 50 percent-plus-one votes necessary to receive 
National Labor Relations Board certification, which enabled them to 
engage in formal bargaining. Though activists in the South and South
west faced risks in building unions that had non majority status (due to 
right-to-work laws), or that could slip into this status, their concerns 
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were not elevated co the national level for discussion and strategizing 
for a long time, a fact that speaks volumes abom the state of organized 
labor. This neglect persisted even during the Sweeney years at both SEIU 
and the AFL-CIO. While Sweeney was president of SEIU, he supported 
certain nonmajority union experiments, such as Local I985 of SEIU 
(the Georgia State Employees Union). However, the developmenr of 
nonmajority unions in other portions of the South was not central [0 

the SEIU's growth strategy. During the Sweeney years at the AFL-CIO
including during the tenure of Richard Bensinger as organizing direc
tor-no special efforts took place to explore nonmajority unionism as a 
movementwide strategy for growth, particularly III the less-hospitable 
geographic and industry sectors. 

To succeed, nonmaiority unionism requires significant commitment 
by the parent union-in the form of subsidies. The idea of constituting 
an organization with no guaranteed dues checkoff and, more than 
likely, a fluctuating membership withom external suppOrt is untenable. 

The local union must also align itself with the idea of social iustice 
unionism, functioning as a component of a movement. Thus, it must 
not only provide technical resources for members but also adopt a con
tinuous organizing mode (organizing both internally and externally). 
Examples of this approach include Local T985 of SEIU in Georgia and 
CWA's work in Mississippi and Texas. These efforts, however, are only 
incompletely tied into a significant organizing effort in their respective 
states; the unions largely operate apart from other social movement 
organizations and activists (except when those organizations and 
activists can help advance the objectives of the union itself). 

Redefining Worker Control of the Unions 

The matter of inrernal democracy has haunted the union movement 
since its inception. The issue is not limited to who should have the right 
to vote. It goes to the heart of how the organization operates. 

In recent years, unions have increasingly moved toward organiza
tional consolidation. Local unions are merging into other local unions, 
becoming regional institutions and losing their local flavor. Nationall 
international unions are merging, often in ways that defy any straight
forward explanacion. For example, if through consolidation, a local 
union crosses state boundaries and its members number in the tens of 
thousands, how can a member become sufficiently well-known to run 
for office or to influence the organization in other ways? In fact, consol-
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idation tends to distance the organization from its members. This situa
tion is unfortunate, given that consolidation is not the only way to accu
mulate resources and mount a united front against a common employer. 

The United Auto Workers and the Teamsters have maintained local 
unions with roOts in particular communities while facilitating regional 
and even nationwide bargaining through joint bargaining councils that 
bring together local unions under collective-bargaining agreements. The 
local unions, being local in fact as well as name, enable members to 
make many decisions directly rather than through representatives, dlUS 
facilitating more direct democracy at the lowest level of the union struc
ture. SHU, in contrast, has built a structure of statewide consolidated 
unions. Some SEIU jurisdictions facilitate organizing within a labor 
market such as building services (janitors)-Local I877 in California is 
one example-whereas others, such as Local 668 in Pennsylvania, 
appear to be nothing more than amalgamations of unions. In statewide 
locals like 668, the local chapters have limited decision-making power 
and policies, and the power to allocate resources is in the hands of rep
resentatives at the state level. In other unions with similar structures, 
the average member has virtually no avenue for participating directly, 
and dissidents in particular have no way to create opposition to the 
incumbent leadership. Our experience also shows that getting statewide 
bureaucratic organizations like consolidated unions to respond to local 
political situations-for example, by providing financial support for a 
local political campaign or by passing local Solidarity Charters-is a 
slow and difficult process.6 

The SEIU model, which many unionists hold up as the only approach 
to organization, is certainly not the only solution to problems of com
petitive markets and aggressive employers. The UAW and Teamsters, by 
mandating joint bargaining councils, have demonstrated this fact. 
Many unions already have such institutions, and an organization can 
constitutionally mandate common bargaining among unions dealing 
with the same employer. Such a proposal is no less efficient, at least the
oretically, than a forced merger. A forced or even a voluntary merger 
can create culture clashes, including clashes growing out of geographi
cal differences'? 

On a differenr front, too many unions either smash factions within 
the union or otherwise undermine the ability of members to express dis
sent. Contrary to the idea that factions inhibit democracy and create 
chaos, noted scholars Judith Stepan-Norris and Maurice Zeitlin, in a 
remarkable study of Left-led unions in the 1940s, came to exactly the 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 2
06

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
22

1

206 I THE WAY FORWARD 

opposite conclusion.8 They found that a competitive political atmo
sphere in unions can strengthen an organization's democratic culture as 
well as increase members' enthusiasm about participation.9 Insofar as 
members see the union as an organization apart from them, they will 
treat it as such. 

As part of a cultural change, social justice unionism would promote 
debate and referenda. In general today, decisions within unions are cur
rently made at the top, whether the top is the leadership of the national! 
international union or the heads of local or regional bodies. leaders 
regularly make decisions without membership consultation, the assump
tion being that the members, by voting in these leaders, have given them 
a mandate to do as they see fit. 

Instead, unions could move toward a system of internal dialogue fol
lowed by membership votes. These debates and votes could determine 
which political candidates (he union will endorse or what the union's 
stand will be on a question of U.S. foreign policy. Such an approach 
would be dramatically different from the experience in most unions 
today. Thus, it would require a dramatically different approach toward 

membership education. 

What's the Point of Member Education? 

A look at the budgets of most unions and union bodies reveals that mem
bership education is not a priority. The programs that come closest to 
membership education are those at the George Meany CenterlNational 
labor College, building trades apprenticeship programs, and training 
programs on specific union skills. Though unions have periodically 
launched efforts to expand the conception of education-for example, 
the AFL-CIO's Common Sense Economics program-most of these pro
grams have been shore-lived and underfunded. 

What is membership education? It is not a PowerPoint presentation, 
though PowerPoint may play a role. Membership education is largely 
conceptual and secondarily technical. It aims to provide a framework 
that members can use to analyze their experiences and guide actions in 
their own interests. Thus, it deals with the big picture. It does not start 
and end with tips on how to handle a grievance or even how to organize. 
It needs to begin with certain basic concepts: What is a union? How do 
employers operate, and why do they seem to have the upper hand? What 
is capitalism, and what are its impacts on workers in the United States 
and overseas? What role do race and gender play in the workplace and 
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in the larger society? From such a conceptual base, education can move 
to specific skills building or more in-depth conceprual education. 

Membership education is about recognizing and developing leaders. 
Thus, it should encourage members to question, express differences of 
opinion, and debate. To the extent to which the leadership of a union 
fears debate, the organization will stagnate. 

Membership education, however, must be in the lifeblood of the 
union. It cannot sit on the margins and be called upon only when an 
internal problem must be settled. A prototype for good imegration of 
education was the Construction Organizing Membership Education 
and Training (COMET) program, introduced into the building trades in 
the early 1990S to promote understanding of the conditions causing the 
unions in the building trades to lose strength. COMET was a path
breaking program, though it did not go far enough in tackling one of 
the most problematic aspects of the history and practice of the building 
trades: race. Nonetheless, it raised people's consciousness and demon
strated the immense possibilities for membership education. 

Too many unions see membership education, if they think of it at all, 
as a means of communicacing the message of the leadership to rhe 
membership. To the extent to which education programs perform this 
function, they promote cynicism. Membership education is not value 
neutral, but it needs to encourage the dialogue and debate necessary for 
participants to take ownership of the ideas that emerge. If members 
strongly disagree with the direction of the leadership, the union is bet
ter off if leaders find out this fact in the course of education rather than 
in the midst of a struggle. This open approach to member education not 
only recognizes the existence of different points of view within the 
union but also reveals contradictory ideas within the minds of many 
members. Thus, a member who is strongly anticorporate may also be a 
right-wing populist and hold racist ideas. Anmher member may be a 
staunch fighter against racist harassment but oppose affirmative action. 
We cannot expect consistency. The union educator's job is to help pro
vide a framework for members to sort out their ideas and contribute to 
a consistent union message while struggling to win over workers to the 
theory and practice of social justice unionism. 

Central Labor Councils 

One of the most inrriguing ideas to emerge in the early part of the 
Sweeney administration was the norion of recasting cenrral labor councils 
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as central workers' cotmcils. Unfortunately, this notion was never acted 
upon despite ongoing discussion among CLC leaders. This concept 
would not simply have introduced a semantic change. The thinking was 
that the central labor councils needed to open their doors to organiza
tions other than unions. 

Social justice unionism would take this norion of central labor coun
cils as a starcing point and then rechink the overall roles of CLCs, mov
ing beyond the ideas of the Union Cities program and even the New 
Alliance program. Reforming CLCs would be complicated, however, 
given that national and international union bureaucracies are ambiva
lent about the councils, preferring to relegate them to a supportive role 
in specific projects the unions designate. 

Thus, a struggle must unfold over the future role of the central labor 
councils. Labor councils should reconstitute themselves as the local rep
resentative bodies of working people. As such, they should be in the 
forefront of workers' struggles for economic justice and democracy. 

The Sweeney administration attempted to shift and broaden the 
focus of the central labor councils, though it was willing to push the 
envelope of reform only so far. Yet one can think of myriad possibilities 
for central labor councils in an era of social justice unionism. The Los 
Angeles County Labor Federation re-created itself by building on the 
Union Cities organizing initiative, the living-wage movement, and 
the immigrant-rights movement. The federation set down roots in the 
immigrant community and linked the immigrant community and the 
African American community. These links translated into political 
power for all participants. The King County Central Labor Council in 
Seattle, at the time led by Ron Judd, was an active player in the anti
WTO mobilizations in 1999. These two initiatives are examples of 
excellent work, but the CLCs can push the envelope further: 

Working people's assemblies should, in fact, be a principal object of 
the central labor councils, with the CLCs serving as a major orga
nizing center to move the process . 

• CLCs could open their doors to other working-class organizations, 
thus shifting from a council of unions ro a council of working-class 
organizations. The CLCs could be a vehicle for mutual support and 
coordination, as well as for joint campaigns. 

CLCs could play a major role in regional economic development, 
representing the point of view of the working class in economic 
development projects that are already on the books as well as 
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advancing new projects that are proworker and propeople-such as 
the Boston-based Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative.1o 

Political action, always central to the CLCs, could be expanded. For 
example, CLCs could expand the LaborlNeighbor model into a per
manent organization centered on specific communities. The Labor! 
Neighbor program began as an organization constituted by union 
members, bur CLCs could expand the program's reach to include 
other neighbors who support the organization's political agenda. Ulti
mately, the union movement must think about the social-political bloc 
that must be built, and that bloc must be a neo-Rainbow-type organi
zation. LaborlNeighbor programs can contribute to the development 
of such blocs as well as [0 the development of a neo-Rainbow organi
zation (or series of such organizations) . 

• Labor councils must function independently in their jurisdictions 
and not be subordinate to any national or international union. 
Mandatory affiliation of local unions must be enforced to ensure 
that labor councils have sufficient resources. Labor councils should 
receive additional funding from state federations or the AFL-C10 
based on their planned or achieved actions and on the populations 
or growth projections of their jurisdictions. 

Labor councils should be able to forge links, even across state lines, 
to facilitate multiunion or geographically larger campaigns. 

Central labor councils could incorporate Jobs with Justice chapters 
as full affiliates. Thus, Jw] could assist in CLC planning and provide 
support, and CLCs could encourage local unions to recruit member
activists to join JwJ. 

These actions represent a break from the notion of CLCs as clubs or 
trade associations. The CLCs would become the hub or prime mover of 
working-class activism within specific geographic areas. 

The Role of the National Labor Center or Federation 

Before the split within the AFL-C10, the role of the national labor cen
ter or federation was a topic of considerable discussion. However, no 
one addressed the questions raised by the coalition headed by the Amer
ican Federation of Government Employees (see chapter T 5 ) .  

National labor federations in  the United States have typically been 
loose-knit organizations. Their first priority is to represent the interests 
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of the affiliate unions. I I Each affiliate, operating within the Gompers 
perspective, defines its existence and its interests largely by its own 
constituency. 

National labor centers tend to be shaped not only by their affiliates 
but also by the major struggles in their respective countries. In South 
Africa, for instance, the Congress of South African Trade Unions has 
considerable influence over its affiliates, not because of bureaucratic 
measures but largely because of its roots and leadership role in the anti
apartheid struggle. COSATU's leadership, in other words, was earned, 
not legislated. 

National labor centers are shaped, by implication, by ideological 
decisions as well. Thus, a national labor center that largely seeks to 
speak for and represent the working class may operate differently than 
one that acts more as a commercial trade association. 

The debate over the role of organizing in the AFL-CIO was not only a 
turf war but also a debate about vision. The central question should have 
been whether the AFL-CIO-as an institution--could and would under
take organizing in areas in which the affiliates were inactive. Thus, the 

AFL-CIO might have undertaken organizing in cities, such as Los Angeles 
under the Los Angeles Manufacturing Action Project, or in underserved 
regions, such as the South and Southwest, to build the presence of labor. 
It could also have broadened the scope of organizing, as it has in Working 
America, but also organizing the unemployed and underemployed. 

The restriction of the AFL-CIO to politics-which is a false claim, 
actually-was the decision of the affiliates rather than of one leader. 
Efforts to involve the AFL-CiO directly in organizing, including geo
graphic organizing projects as well as the Organizing Fund (a fund set 
aside to match affiliate commitments to major organizing campaigns), 
have largely failed, not mainly because of the AFL-CIO leadership but 
because of affiliates' perceptions of these projects and ambivalence 
about an AFL-CIO role. As we have noted, some of the affiliates most 
critical of AFL-CIO organizing efforts were those that, in 2005, criti
cized the AFL-CIO for its lack of commitment to organizing. 

Defining national labor centers' roles in the realms of politics, orga
nizing, policy, and other matters must begin with discussion and debate 
between the leaders of the affiliates. Moreover, the first step in defining 
these roles is to analyze the situation on the ground to determine what 
is needed. 

We believe that in addition to coordinating organizing efforts and 
initiating experimental organizing efforts where affiliates may not cur-



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 2
11

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
22

6

REALIZING SOCIAL JUSTICE UNIONISM I 211 

rendy be involved, a national labor center in the United States can play 
a major role in developing an independent political organization, coor
dinating membership education programs, and uniting with other 
national labor centers in addressing global capital (and U.S. foreign pol
icy). It should also help position the union movement as part of the 
larger labor movemem. 

V E H I C L E S  F O R  TRANSFORMATION 

The ideas we advance here are antithetical to the current practice of 
trade unionism in the United States. Though we have highlighted spe
cific activities that give us hope for the future, the reality is that an 
alliance of the pragmatists and the traditionalists still holds hegemony 
over organized labor. Moreover, though the trade union Left has allies 
on the outside-for example, in the workers' center movement-the Left 
must recognize that it begins from a position of weakness in attempting 
to bring change to the trade union movement. 

Since the I98os, various unions, particularly those committed to 
growth, have been willing ro hire some leftists in various positions. includ
ing prominent positions. Nevertheless, this activity looked more like the 
recruitment of gunslingers than like a sea change in trade unionism. Left
ists have had a certain amount of room to maneuver as long as they have 
not strayed outside the Gompers/anticommunist worldview. Although 
Red-baiting has decreased significantly, particularly since John Sweeney 
rook office, no existing union or formal labor body is consistendy practic
ing social justice unionism (including social justice solidarity). 

This situation presents a strategic problem. In view of the weakness 
of the political Left in the United States, which is made up of small 
organizations with limited influence and large numbers of unaffiliated 
individuals, many individual leftists and their allies have chosen to be 
loners, doing the best they can as individuals within the union move
ment. Some other individuals and groups of individuals have taken an 
alternative, more activist path-for example, by advancing workers' 
centers or other independent organizations, often in opposition to the 
eXisting union movement. 

The next step, which is risky because of the U.S. trade union move
ment's intense discomfort with dissent, is to build a movement linking 
those inside and outside the trade union movement who embrace a 
vision of social justice unionism (under whatever name). This move
ment must explicitly be part of building a new labor movement, not by 
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ignoring the existing one but by transforming it-organizationally and 
politically. Not only will this transformation tequite a fight for leader
ship but it will need to introduce a new practice of labor unionism-one 
that has as much to say to the unemployed worker as it does to the 
assembly-line worker, as much to say to women as to men, and as much 
to say to people of color as to whites. It must also be truly internation
alist or global in its outlook and practice. At a moment when right-wing 
populism and various forms of economic isolationism have a base 
within the working class and the middle strata of U.S. society, a critical 
need exists for a movement with a global perspective that situates U.S. 
workers' struggle in a broader context. 

Oddly, had the struggle within the AFL-CIO between 2003 and 200 5 

been about these issues, then even if the split had still occurred, it would 
have had a qualitatively different look. The separation would have 
stemmed from fundamentally different visions of the relationship of the 
union movement to the rest of the working class both in the United 
States and in the rest of the world. 

Given that the issues of the split have not been settled-indeed, few 
debaters even addressed them-the time has come to advance the 
debate, whether the leaders are comfortable with the discussion or not. 
What good are leaders who have no followers? 

CONCLUSION 

Neoconservative cultural strategies have played a major role in pound
ing the cultural terrain of the U.S. working class. An increasing sense of 
alienation and hopelessness has moved U.S. working people from a 
notion of democracy that promoted civic and collective participation to 
one that promotes individual beha vior.n Studies indicate that voluntary 
associations in the workplace and community can act as "schools of 
democracy. "13 Unions can operate as models of democracy that reflect 
the importance of citizenship, duties, responsibilities, and rights. But to 
do so, they must militate against neoliberal market-based notions of 
democracy. Unionism today, as in the past, requires activists to confront 
a bewildering array of community cultures that often interpenetrate and 
play themselves out in terms of class, race, gender, sexual orientation, 
and immigration status-and that inevitably determine the success of 
the union/labor movements. Union cultures are not homogeneous, nor 
should they be. What is required for the revitalization and growth of the 
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union/labor movement is a compelling set of articulated values (such as 
inclusion, militancy, class politics, and internationalism) that are insti
tutionalized at both the national and the local levels and that are 
reflected in broad-based governmental policies and decisions. A politi
cal project of this nature would permit the union movement to create 
intersections with progressive social movements and transcend the divi
sions between working people. The political front created by such a 
project would produce the leverage to take on the state and demand 
broader political reform and changes in labor laws.14 Such a project 
should be cultivated and allowed to blossom in hundreds of local ven
ues, unencumbered by the restrictive cultural filters imposed by "pure 
and simple business unionism." This project would also require the Left 
to reconstitute itself in a visible institution, beginning in a network and 
ultimately taking the form of a political organization or party that tran
scends the lines dividing labor from other social movements. 

Traditional unionism has typically focused on a limited goal: redistri
bution of some of the social surplus away from corporate profits and 
into the hands of workers. Even the New Voice's I99 5-96 rallying cry, 
"America needs a raise," speaks to this limited goal. However, from a 
leftist perspective, this approach raises two major questions. First, is 
this goal systematically attainable in the long run, especially if increas
ing the workers' share interferes with capital accumulation? Specifically, 
unless we are actually challenging profit accumulation and the distribu
tion of the social surplus, we will, at best, find ourselves in a situation in 
which certain sectors of the working class can or try to carve out a 
favorable return for themselves, at the expense of other workers, by 
maintaining exclusiveness. In this way, they can take a bigger cut of the 
wage allocation, while other workers, in the United States and abroad, 
must take less. 

Second, and following from the previous point, is social equality 
achievable under capitalism, or should the working class (and the union 
and labor movements) plan to challenge capitalist institutions, including 
the fundamentally exploitative character of the wage relationship? We 
have found that even union leaders who consider themselves socialists 
believe that raising socialist issues is wildly idealistic and impractical. 
They put off these questions to the indefinite future, believing thar they 
need to win more power or organize more workers before raising these 
issues. However, because they are losing power rapidly rather than gain
ing it, their struggle for organizational survival has taken precedence. We 
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214 I THE WAY FORWARD 

suggest that keeping the higher goals in mind is a prerequisite for win
ning real power. As long as unions operate solidly within capitalism, 
accepting its basic rules and premises as permanent, they may be march
ing to their doom. The current crisis should lead unionists not to narrow 
our vision but to broaden it. IS 

Our conclusion about the futute of unions is not as unconventional as 
one might think. A provocative piece in the German magazine Spiegel 
forces readers to consider such an idea.]6 Writer Gabor Steingart, COIll
pleting a review of globalization, soberly concludes that unions in the 
Global North are dead-that is, that they can do nothing to regain 
the power they once held. Looking at the situation through the glasses 
of Gompersism, Steingart is probably correct. There is no exit. Only 
by adopting an approach that begins with an entirely different set of 
assumptions can we hope to see the renaissance of a labor movement in 
the United States. 

Thus, a piece of our conclusion-which for some will be unsettling
is that a Left, anticapitalist analysis and a reconstituted Left are essen
tial for the renewal of labor and the reconstruction of trade unioniSIll. 
Try as some may to erase the role of the Left in the successful historical 
moments of U.S. (or even global) trade unionism, their effort will fail. A 
rigorous analysis of the current situation needs a Left framework, and 
the movement needs the inspiration of a Left vision. 

One development that has changed the interpretation of leftist, anti
capitalist theories is the change in the international situation. One of the 
major critiques of the Communist Party during the Cold War was that 
the party allegedly served as a fifth column for the Soviet Union. With 
the demise of the USSR and the movement of the People's Republic of 
China away from socialism, we argue that though the left wing has been 
influenced by both these international experiments in socialism, the Left 
alternative now developing in the United States must be internationalist 
in perspective and promote the interests of all workers, not just U.s. 
workers. Today's globalized capitalism permits the rebuilding of the 
international Left on a much broader front than was realizable in past 
decades. Evidence of this trend appears in the growing popularity of the 
World Social Forum and, within the Americas, the recent rise of leftist 
and center-left governments in Brazil, Venezuela, Uruguay, Argentina, 
Chile, and possibly other countries south of the Rio Grande in the near 
future.17 The growing interest in Left alternatives to global capitalist 
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REALIZING SOCIAL JUSTICE UNIONISM I 21S 

orthodoxy is direcrly attributable to the wider array of international 
social movements aligning themselves against imperialism and againsr 
powers seeking to create global empires for the benefit of the world's 
corporare elire. We hope thar rhis book will be a useful guide ro rhose 
seeking ro reconstirute such a Left and to build a globally conscious 
social justice unionism in the United States. 
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A P P E N D I X  A 

A PROCESS FOR ADDRESSING THE 

FUTURE O F  U.S. ORGANIZED LABOR 

July I } ,  2005 

Dear Brothers and Sisters: 
There is universal agreement that the labor movement needs to change. 
Obviously, there is not universal agreement on how either the AFL

CIO or its affiliates should change in order to adapt to the new environ
ment and build the strength needed to confront our many challenges. 

We all want our movement to grow in numbers and strength in 
order to secure the promise for workers and their families to secure 
decent jobs, a decent standard of living, and a government that 
supports their inspirations. 

There have been many excellent ideas offered by thousands of 
union members and unions about reform. The two most prominent 
sets of proposals are thoughtful frameworks but lack specificity on 
"how" the ideas would be implemented. The labor movement needs 
not only ideas, but a blueprint for successful implementation. 

Sadly, it seems clear that the two most prominent proposals are not 
so divergent as to justify a split in the labor movement. The ideas for 
change have much in common. 

We submir that we should put our collective energy into the cre
ation of more understanding and the integration of these proposals, 
rather than focusing on what divides them. 

No one has all the answers or a single solution to what reforms are 
needed to make the labor movement successful. Our dialogue should 
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2.18 / APPENDIX A 

not be about who will be the President of the AFL-CIO, rather it 
should be about the hearr and soul of the labor movement. It should 
be union leaders engaging in a real process of dialogue aimed at ana
lyzing our environment and devising the strategies that will produce 
success for our members. 

The debate needs to also be about a compelling vision for the future 
of workers in the USA, not to mention the rest of the world. It needs 
to be a debate about what sorr of strategies work in the face of dra
matic changes in the economy, including the way that work is done, 
and the fact that growing numbers of people are not working in the 
formal economy at all. 

We have attached for your consideration a proposal that describes a 
process that we hope will lead to serious analysis, dialogue and reform. 
lr is meant to build acceptance for change and the strategy which may 
follow. Creating a local road map for a revitalized and strengthened 
"labor movement for the 21st century" is worth our time and energy. 

The process will be time consuming for union leaders, but all of us 
must be willing to commit the time and energy together. 

The process would provide: 

T .  the opportunity for real analysis and sharing of critical data; 

2. a true consideration of voices from the grassroots; 

3 .  the time needed to develop real reform recommendations from the 
union leadership; and 

4. a special convention-which would approve, modify or create 
reforms by majority vote. 

Instead of coming out of this convention bitter and divided, adopt
ing this process gives us an opportunity to demonstrate our serious
ness about creating a new labor movement. Imagine being abler,} one 
year from now, to announce with pride our new 21st Century strategy 
instead of the bitter headlines of today. 

Breaking aparr should be an action of last resort. We owe it to our 
predecessors and we owe it to members to give this our best effort. We 
respectfully request our brothers and sisters to endorse this or a simi
lar process as the right reform proposal for this convention. 

In Solidarity, 
John Gage, President, American Federation of Government Employees 
William Burrus, Presidenc, American Postal Workers Union 
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A PROCESS FOR ADDRESSING THE FUTURE I 219 

Morton Bahr, President, Communications Workers of America 
Gregory J. junemann, Presidenr, International Federation of Profes
sional & Technical Engineers 

A PROCESS FOR A D D R E S S I N G  T H E  F U T U R E  

O F  U . S .  O R G A N I Z E D  LABOR 

Introduction 

There is universal agreemenr that changes are needed in the labor move
ment to deal with our changing environment. Obviously, there is not 
universal agreement on how the labor movement and the AFl-CIO 
should be changed to adapt to the new and future terrain. 

Central to the resolution of the immediate conflict within the AFL
ClO is the establishmenr of a process to identify and debate the funda
menral issues facing organized labor in the USA. The outcome of such a 
debate cannot be predetermined, bur a process can be pur into place 
that creates the appropriate environment for a constructive and creative 
exchange. The process proposed here would launch a nine month dis
cussion that will include leaders and members of the union movement 
in addressing many of the issues before us and will ultimately result in a 
special convention of the AFL-CIO at which point recommendations 
will be ratified by majority vote and commence to be implemented. 

Objectives 

Understand the terrain on which US trade unionism is today operating. 

• Identify key issues that must be resolved in order to renew trade 
UniOnism. 

• Identify structural reforms necessary in the union movement that 
will help to advance trade unionism. 

• Build a healthy and advanced consensus among the leadership of 
organized labor around a path for forward motion. 

• Integrate the various layers of the union movement into this discussion. 

Step 1: A resolution at the July 2005 Convention 

• A resolution that calls for the immediate commencement of a 
process to accomplish the above objectives. 
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Such a process is aimed at unifying and advancing the US union 
movement. 

Such a process will be led by an independent facilitator or facilita
tors and will include current Executive Council members and repre
sentatives of key State Federations and Central Labor Councils. 

Such a resolution will call for a special convention of the AFL-CIO 
to resolve and implement the recommendations of this process by 
majority vote including any necessary changes to the constitution. 

• The resolution will include (he details found below. 

Step 2 :  M u lti-part process 

• Part I should last approximately 5-6 months and is primarily ori
ented towards the top leaders of the union movement. 

• Part 2 takes these discussions and opens them up for broader 
movement-wide debate culminating in a special convention of the 
AFL-CIO. 

• Other parts involve specific actions. 

PART 1 

• Commitment of Executive Council members to meet three ( 3 )  days 
per month for at least five ( 5 )  to six (6) months. 

• Facilitated discussion. 

Meeting should include: (a) Executive Council members, (b) repre
sentatives from key State Feds and Central Labor Councils. Union 
staff, either from the AFL-CIO or from affiliates should be absent 
from meetings. 

• Meetings are discussions, which should flow from the issues facing 
the meeti ng. 

• The role of rhe facilitators should be to engage the group. 

The first meeting should begin with an overview of the global and 
domestic situation facing workers with the aim of identifying whether 
there is a common analysis of current reality. If there are differences, 
those differences should be identified rather than hidden or ignored. 

• An agenda of issues should be agreed upon in advance that this 
process wishes to address. The following include some issues for 
consideration but the list should not be limited to these: 
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A PROCESS FOR ADDRESSING THE FUTURE I 221 

" Does the AFL-CIO have a role in organizing? If so, what? What 
happens in cases where no affiliates are organizing (e.g., in a 
region or sector) but organizing needs to take place? Is there a 
need for an Organizing Fund? 

" Does the AFL-CIO have a role in politics? If so, what? What have 
we learned from our activities in the last several Presidential elec
tions? What about Congressional elections and local elections? 

o In the 21st century, what is expected from a national labor federa
tion, national labor unions, state federations, central labor bodies, 
and other affiliated groups? How can they be organized to maxi
mize effectiveness? 

o How do we enhance communication and outreach in order to 
send a clear message on behalf of the labor movement as well as 
to offer a compelling vision which will attract the vast majority of 
working people in the United States? 

" Do changes in (domestic andlor international) economic organiza
tion and/or the US state necessitate changes i n  the forms of union 
organization, including but not limited to the AFL-CIO? How can 
we organize millions of workers from whom an employer based 
union is not within reach in a short term? 

" How should issues of jurisdiction be handled? 

" Does size matter in terms of unions? Should unions be encour
aged to merge? If so, under what terms? If not, what does that 
mean for the union movement? 

o What should the Executive Council of the AFL-CIO look like in 
terms of (a) numbers of members, (b) representation of women 
and people of color, (c) role, (d) size of unions? 

" Should there be a smaller committee of the Executive Council, 
i.e., an executive committee, that works with the Officers or 
should the Officers organize themselves differently? 

o What is the role of US unions vis a vis the ICFTU IInternational 
Confederation of Free Trade Unionsl, the Global Union Federa
tions, individual unions, national labor centers? How do we 
address the changing world situation? 

" How should US organized labor approach US foreign policy? Are 
there any grounds that are off limits? 

• Each gathering should identify which agenda items will be 
covered. Preparatory material will be offered in advance. Where 
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appropriate, debates can be organized between contending 
positions that are then followed by small group and large group 
discussions. 

At the end of the five months, a report would be developed for cir
culation summarizing agreements, outstanding issues and areas of 
firm disagreement. This report would include the specifics on how 
reforms would be implemented. 

• This would provide the basis for Part 2. 

PART 2 

• In order to transform the union movemenc the discussion needs 
to be moved downward to the base. This can be done in a 
planned way. 

The report or discussion document from Part T would be circulated 
broadly. 

Affiliates, state feds and central labor councils would commit them
selves to moving the discussion within their ranks. 

The objective of the discussion would be to engage union activists 
particularly, but union members more broadly, in a dialogue about 
the issues raised and the proposals advanced. 

Local debates and discussions would be organized. Recommenda
tions would be solicited. 

Within sixty days reports and recommendations would be for
warded to the facilitation team which would summarize the infor
mation. The summary would be provided to the members of the 
Executive Council. 

PART 3 

• A special Executive Council [ECl meeting would be held to review 
the reports from the field as well as further exchanges that may have 
taken place among the EC members. 

Where approved by a majority of the Ee, resolutions would be 
drafted for the Special Convention. 

Where there is no majority support for a particular proposal, it will 
be up to individual affiliates to draft (heir respective resolutions for 
consideration before the Special Convention. 
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PART 4 

A period of not less than thirty days for review by affiliates would 
be scheduled between the time of the special EC meeting and the 
Special Convention. 

PART 5 

• Special Convention of the AFL�CIO held and moves on the resolu
tions by majority vote . 

• Celebration of the resolutions and the 2 Tst century AFL�CIO. 

Implementation and renewal begin! 

C O N S T I T U T I O N A L  RESOLUTION 

FOR AFL·CIO C O N V E N T I O N  

Submitted by t h e  American Federation 

of Government Employees 

WHEREAS ir is cruci�1 to the vit:1lity of tr�de unionism immedi�tdy to 
identify and forthrightly engage (he issues facing organized labor in the 
United States and world today and in the opening decades of the 2 Tst cen
tury, undertaking such identification and engagement in a manner which 
promotes trade union solidarity, BE IT RESOLVED, that Article XTTT be 
amended to add the following "Section 4-Special 2006 Convention": 

"(a) Notwithstanding any other provision of this Constitution, by 
September I, 2005, the AFL-CIO will commence a process to identify, 
investigate, debate, and formulate recommendations regarding the fun
damental issues confronting trade unionism and ultimately to formally 
adopt recommendations to resolve these issues at a Special Convention 
in 2006; 

" (b) The specific objectives of the process will be to: ( T )  understand 
the terrain on which US trade unionism is coday operatingj (2) identify 
key issues that must be resolved in order to renew trade unionism; 
( 3 )  identify structural reforms necessary in the union movement that 
will help to advance trade unionismj (4) build a healthy and advanced 
consensus among the leadership of organized labor around a path for 
forward motion; and ( 5 )  integrate the various layers of the union move
ment into this discussion. 

"(c) The process to accomplish the above objectives will be aimed 
at unifying and advancing the US union movement, will be led by an 
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independent facilitaror, and will include current Executive Council 
members and representatives from key State Federations and Central 
Labor Councils. Process participants will meet at least three ( 3 )  days per 
month for at least five ( 5 )  to six (6) months in undertaking this process. 
The process will to the extent possible follow the format and steps 
found in the following documem entitled 'A Process for Addressing the 
Future of US Organized Labor,' herein incorporated by reference. 

"(d) A Special Convention will be called for two (2) days, pursuant 
to Article TV, Section 3 of the AFL-CIO Constitution, not earlier than 
September, 2006, or later than November, 2006, solely for the purpose 
of considering the report resulting from the above process and moving 
resolutions therein or resulting from the report, including proposed 
constitutional amendments, adoption of which shall be by majority 
vote of those present and voting." 
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A P P E N D I X  B 

USING R A C E ,  CLASS, A N D  G E N D ER 

ANALYSIS TO TRANSFORM 

LOCAL UNIONS 

A Case Study 

Fernando Gapasin's case study of 3 local union's transformation pro
vides a useful example of how race, gender, and class interpenetrate. 
This analysis can help accivists grapple with the challenge of transform
ing unions. Other versions of this study have appeared in Race, Gender 
and Class and Social Justice.l 

Historically, union leaders have viewed racial and gender diversity as 
a problem that hinders cooperative action, the formation of labor 
unions, and the maintenance of class unity within unions.1 Progressive 
scholars generally agree that corporate leaders understand how racial 
and gender fragmentation affects the U.S. working class and use these 
divisions to advance their class interests.} As we have pointed out, inclu
sion is fundamental to union transformation. We offer this case study as 
a concrete example of this point. It shows how a local union can use 
race, gender, and class analysis to help it grapple with the challenges of 
self-transformation. 

This study followed a local union in the public transportation indus
try from 1970 through 1992. During this period, the local changed 
from a I24-member private-sector union, made up mostly of white 
male bus drivers, into an I,800-member multiracial, mixed-gender, mul
tioccupational local. The two decades covered by the study saw tremen
dous economic, political, social, and ideological change. The period 
was marked by militancy, with a rank-and-file movement for democ
racy unseating an incumbent president who had been in power for 
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twenty-five years. During this period, the local's formerly all-white lead
ership gave way to minority leadership. 

This study suggests that demographic changes in the workforce set 
objective conditions for fragmentation to occur, but the decisive vari
able in building working-class unity is the subjective factor of class
conscious leadership. Class-conscious leaders are those who understand 
the United States to be a social system divided by class relationships, 
with the primary division being between the working class and the cap
italist class. These leaders understand that the system of dominance is 
not simply one of capitalist domination over the working class, but also 
one of a system of domination through racial and gender privilege. In 
other words, as we have attempted to show in this book, within classes 
are structures and cultures of domination by which white males have a 
privileged position over racial minorities (women and men) and white 
women. In addition, white men and women share a favored position 
over racial minorities (women and men) in the U.S. social system. 

TRANSIT U N I O N  LOCAL 299 

Local 299 of the Transit Union (a pseudonym for the purposes of the 
study) was first organized in T902 as a streetcar workers' craft union. 
It remained a small union of 120 or fewer members for the next seventy
two years. It did not begin to grow until several developments-the ris
ing price of fossil fuels, concerns about the environment, an expan
sion of electronic manufacturing, and the financial collapse of pri
vately owned mass transit-forced the passage of both federal and 
state legislation supporting publicly owned mass transit in the mid-
1960S. As a result, the Transit District was formed in 1972. The district 
was created locally, but the enabling legislation was moved at the 
state level. 

In T974, a movement began in the Chicano community to stop fed
eral funding until the Transit District complied with affirmative action 
regulations. In 1972, the employees of the transit agency were mainly 
white males; the entire workforce was approximately TO percent 
minority and 4 percent female, in a community with a 40 percent 
minority population. The white-run Transit District admitted it was not 
in compliance with the terms for receiving federal money, and during 
the next three weeks, it hired hundreds of minorities and women, who 
became members of the white-led Local 299 of the Transit Union. The 
agency attracted people from all over the country, even college-educated 
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people, because the pay was high and the requirements for getting a job 
were minimal. In just over a year, minorities became more than 35 per
cent of the union, and women accounted for more than 24 percent, Just 
as significantly, by I976, more than 80 percent of the union members 
had less than two years' seniority. The stage was set for a clash between 
high- and low-seniority union members. As the issue of federal funding 
reveals, race and gender became imporcant political issues for public 
mass transit and for Local 299. 

The massive influx of new hires presented complications for transit 
managemenc, which did not welcome the shift from a homogeneous 
workforce to a highly diverse workforce. According to a former assis
tant personnel manager, management sought to avoid and then resist 
affirmative action from the beginning. Transit managemenc had repeat
edly asked him how to avoid affirmative action requirements. The 
reasons managemenr cited for not wanting to hire minority workers 
included the fear that women could adversely affect bus operations 
because they get pregnant and the belief that many minority workers 
were just "not up to snuff. " 

Transit District management was forced to hire minorities and 
women, but as the agency's T977 Equal Employment Opportunity report 
showed, few if any minorities and women were hired or promoted inca 
professional or skilled areas. Minorities and women were hired into the 
lower-skilled classifications and then kept there by management. At first, 
the union did not fight this segregation of workers and in fact con
tributed to the alienation of minority and women union members by fail
ing to integrate the new members socially into the union. The following 
statements illustrate the union leadership's attitude toward minority and 
women workers during this period. As one twenty-year veteran Latino 
bus driver revealed in an interview, "They [Local 299 leadershipl didn't 
want us. I used to hang around and listen to them union leaders. They 
thought all minorities came from the welfare line and that we were lazy. 
They didn't associate with us much. They hardly told us anything." 

One Black maintenance worker with twenty years' seniority stated, 
"Hell, I had my SA, but my foreman, then a union officer, would not 
treat me with any respect. He would give the white guys jobs that I 
could do. He barely spoke to me. He seemed to think that all I was good 
for was cleaning buses. I just kept my mouth shut, did my job, and 
waited for my chance." 

Similar tension existed between women and the union leaders. For 
example, a retired woman, an information service representative (ISR) 
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who was active in the union until her retirement, describes her social 
integration into the union in the following way: 

It was dear to me that [the president] really didn't care about us ISRs . . . .  
Lots of us [women] from here used to go to union meetings. Some

times twelve or twenty of us would go. They'd go because I asked them to 
go and others would go because they were pissed off and thought they 
could get something done. Joni would go to lots of union meetings and 
state her mind. [The presidentl would tell her she was out of order and 
tell her to sit down. I think that's one of the reasons she went to manage
ment and why she doesn't like the union so much. 

There was another time, I had to go up to the new union office . . . .  
[The presidem] and two or three other board members were sitting 
around . . .  I felt real uncomfortable there. The place smelled like cigar 
smoke and their anitude seemed like they had some kinda secret they 
didn't wam the rest of us to know about. It didn't feel like a very friendly 
place for a woman to be. 

Another retired woman bus driver, a veteran of twenty-two years of 
service, explained her first impressions of the union leadership during 
the early days (1974) of the Transit District: 

It was dear to me that it was an old boys' network type of union. [The 
presidentl ran the show for however long he ran it. The most flagrant vio
lation for me was when we were being forced to work thirteen-hour days, 
that was the nail on the head and I was pregnant at the time. And I went 
to him and told him we can't do this. He said, "You have to. It's the law." 
And he was lying through his teeth. It was an outrageous lie . . . .  

Oh, he Ithe president] was in with them [management I .  I felt he was in 
with them . . . .  And, you know, [the president] had been the head of a 
ninety-nine-member local and all of a sudden he had six hundred mem
bers to deal with and we were a ratty-looking bunch of people. I mean we 
were outrageous. We were the most mixed group of people. It was fun. 
[The presidentl was part of the old boy network. He didn't know how to 
deal with women on the job. 

The failure to integrate the new hires might have been the resuJr 
of (he tightness of the incumbent leadership and the number of high
seniority union members. The high-seniority members of the union had 
endured tremendous hardships during the T950S and T960s. Because of 
low ridership and the economic weakness of the privately owned tran
sit system, public transit in the county was constantly in danger of going 
out of business. This situation threatened the existence of Local 299, 
and the membership kept the system going on "baling wire and glue." 
The members of Local 299 during the 1950S and 1960s were among the 
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lowest-paid workers in the entire industry. They also endured two 
major strikes during the 19605. Facing these external threats to the union, 
the members developed close social ties. For example, one veteran bus 
driver said, "A lot of us were related and we all lived in the same city. In 
those days 1r950s and 1960s1 everybody knew each other; we went 
places together. We ate at each other's houses. Our kids played together. 
Not like it is nowadays." As an organization, Local 2.99 was unaccus
tomed to integrating such a large number of "new" people. 

Using racial formation and social encasement perspectives, we argue 
that the incumbent leadership during this period did not recognize that 
the influx of minorities and women required them to reassess their pre
conceptions of women and minority workers. Indeed, the incumbent 
union leader's comments about "those welfare recipients and those peo
ple"-references to minority workers-causing problems in the union 
were not different from management's saying that minority workers 
were not "up to snuff." 

The incumbent union president had demonstrated tremendous leader
ship during the hard times before the formation of the Transit District 
and had worked closely with management and politicians to create the 
new agency, He had gained the respect of his members, management, 
and local politicians. Unfortunately, he continued to rely on his old net
works, and he had very little dialogue with the new hires. Incumbent 
union leaders, encased in the pre-civil rights "racial and gender proj
ects," attributed disunity in the union to "those people," welfare recipi
ents, and "those women who were taking jobs away from men." In 
addition, because the majority of the members were white male bus driv
ers, the president'S philosophy of making decisions based on what was 
good for the majority of the membership led to the practical disenfran
chisement of most nondriver occupations and minorities and women. 
Because his leadership was "color-blind," the president made few, if any, 
affirmative efforts to mentor, train, or prepare minorities and women for 
union participation and leadership. In fact, as the examples show, these 
members were often discouraged from participation. This "color blind
ness" would also affect future leaders of Local 299. 

In 'f975, the cleavages around race, gender, and occupation became 
clear in the struggle for shop-floor representation and improved driver 
safety. These two issues led to the downfall of the incumbent union 
leadership. 

Shop-floor representation was a demand of minority members and 
those in nondriver occupations. Bus drivers were 70 percent of the 
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union. Maintenance and ISRs made up the other 30 percent. Many jobs 
in the maintenance section-for example, janitorial services-were filled 
by the recent influx of minority workers. Racial minorities accounted for 
49 percent of maintenance workers in 1974 and only 10 percenr of bus 
drivers. According to one Chicano maintenance man with twenry-two 
years of seniority: 

We all started to go to the union meetings because we didn't have a 
representative at the yard and we didn't like the way we were being 
treated . . . .  We went to the union meeting and demanded that we have 
elected shop stewards. JThe president I told us that the bylaws did not 
require that anybody bur the officers be elected and if we wanted shop 
stewards he would appoint them. We wanted to choose Ollr steward. We 
didn't want one of his cronies. And besides he would probably pick a bus 
driver to represent us. 

A group calling itself the Third World Caucus emerged for a short 
time. It had the explicit goal of training caucus members (then mostly 
minorities) in union skills. These workers wanted to learn how to run 
meetings, handle grievances, and eventually run the union. 

The issue of shop-floor representation was soon overshadowed by 
membership concern for driver safety. Despite critical reports by agency 
mechanics and other maintenance experts, the Transit District pur
chased experimental buses and a fleet of old buses. Several experimen

tal buses caught fire, and one bus, as the press thoroughly documented, 
burned down to its frame on a busy highway. The old buses caused 
longer-term problems as well, with hundreds of bus drivers suffering 
industrial injuries because of "hard steering"-a fact that received a lot 
of press coverage. The problem was particularly severe for women bus 
drivers. Most of the buses required forty to fifty pulling pounds ro turn 
the bus. The stress of turning the steering wheel caused arm, shoulder, 
neck, and back injuries. 

From the perspective of the new hires in T974, many high-seniority 
bus drivers had little concern for driver safety. One bus driver explained, 
"Those old guys were used to driving buses held together with baling 
wire . . .  they would drive anything to keep the system going." When 
this driver went to the union meeting to raise concerns about driver 
safety, (he older drivers told him, "Real men don't worry about that sort 
of stuff." 

The movement to improve driver safety merged with rhe existing 
rank-and-file movemenr to win shop-floor represenration. Many white 
people joined the Third World Caucus. Whites soon became the major-
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ity, and conflict with racial implications soon emerged in the rank-and
file group. The minorities and many white women within the rank-and
file movement emphasized the need to train themselves to become union 
leaders and to build a strong union from the bottom up. The white 
males, many of whom were college educated, gave precedence to getting 
rid of those "dumb guys" (the incumbent leadership) and replacing 
them with qualified people-themselves. Certainly, if the definition of 
"qualified" people included only those who had a college education or 
had held a union office, it excluded many minorities and women from 
leadership. As one of the minority founders of the Third World Caucus 
said, "Some of us became 'gofers.' I wanted to learn how to be a union
ist. I didn't want to be a 'gofer,' so I quit." 

In the absence of a plan to develop, mentor, and train minority and 
women leaders, the racial and gender divisions in the local persisted. 
The reflection of these divisions in occupational imbalances continued 
to ghettoize minority and women members within the union. 

In 1976, the incumbent president resigned from office, and in the next 
few years, rhe white male leadership of rhe rank-and-file movement 
was elected to union office. By 1980, all but two members of the twelve
member executive board were white. All were bus drivers, In the early 
T980s, driver safety, "hard steering," and representation for nondriver 
occupations continued to divide the union. Maintenance workers, led by 
Chicanos within their ranks, issued a call to decertify Local 299, They 
argued that because Local 299 was a bus drivers' union, they would be 
better represented by a mechanics' union. Although race was not an 
explicit theme in the decertification effort, minority maintenance workers 
pointed out the lack of minority union leadership on several occasions. 

During the late 1970S and early 1980s, hiring surges doubled the size 
of Local 299. The new hires during this period included more class
conscious activists and workers with experience in the civil rights move
ment and the labor movement. These activists prevented workers from 
working in unsafe conditions. They fought management's disciplinary 
and promotional policies, which discriminated against minorities and 
women. And they combated one of management's most common tac
tics: if a worker complained about working conditions, management 
blamed another worker for the problem. Most of these activists saw 
their day-to-day interclass conflicts with management and the intraclass 
tensions between workers as part of a national and international socio
economiclpoliticallhistorical struggle. Thus, they were able to frame 
issues like reduced governmental transit funding and privatization in 
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the national and global struggle for fair wages and decent working con
ditions. In other words, these activists were able to "think globally and 
act locally."4 

The class-conscious workers based their strategy on their recognition 
that the union was fractured by race, gender, and occupation. They 
understood that a change in the union bylaws to base the leadershi p 
structure on occupation could help heal the divisions. Because a dis
proportionate percentage of the minority and women union members 
worked in nondriver occupations, occupational representation could 
improve the chances of minorities and women to be elected to union 
office. However, the maintenance people first had to help the bus driv
ers resolve their problems with hard steering. A political alliance between 
maintenance and bus drivers was necessary to achieve the two-thirds 
vote to pass bylaw changes. The nondriver occupations constituted only 
30 percent of the union. 

The plan had five stages and took three years to implement. The first 
step was to create an organizational base within the union. The organ 
for change was the Maintenance Advisory Committee (MAC). The sec
ond was to recognize MAC. The third step was to communicate victo
ries and discuss the plan. And the final two steps were to institutionalize 
occupational coalitions and to educate and mobilize for the bylaws 
change. 

The absence of maintenance representation on the union's executive 
board was the rationale for creating the Maintenance Advisory Com
mittee. The executive board and the membership approved the concept. 
MAC was structured so that each of the seven maintenance locations 
would elect one MAC representative. The committee met once a week 
to discuss "maintenance issues." The chair of MAC rotated once a 
month, and the person in this position also attended the execlltive 
board meetings to aid in the passage of MAC resolutions and monitor 
the proceedings of the executive board. MAC representatives, on their 
own time, also attended all meetings between union members and man
agement that dealt with maintenance issues. 

To accomplish the second step of achieving union visibility, MAC 
members realized that if the plan was to succeed, MAC had to develop 
a reputation for getting things done. At first, MAC took on small issues 
that were important CO mechanics. For instance, it fought for and 
achieved access for tool trucks at all maintenance facilities. MAC took 
on and won issues such as clean air in the shop, dust-free brake lathes, 
emergency eye washers, uniforms, and equitable distribution of work. 
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The first interoccupational issue that MAC won was defeat of a 
management-imposed "quality circle" program. MAC developed a 
broad-based program that educated all Local 299 members and other 
county unions about the dangers to unionism of a management
imposed labor-management program. Local 299 members vored down 
and refused to participate in the management program despite the fact 
that the program had the support of the union's executive board. 

To create a bridge between bus drivers and maintenance, MAC began 
to meet with the union's safety comminee to seek a solution to the hard
steering problem. Management argued that a fix would cost too much 
money and that the union mechanics did not have the skills to carry one 
out. MAC assembled a "think tank" of mechanics and came up with a 
cost-effective plan for fixing the hard-steering buses. With some help 
from the local press, management was forced to accept the plan, and 
over the next year, the Transit District eliminated hard-steering buses. To 
communicate the plan and inform members of MAC's achievements, the 
committee produced a newsletter called Maintenance Outlook. A net
work of members whose work required them to go to various work loca
tions distributed the newsletter every twO weeks. MAC could distribute 
special notices anywhere in the Transit District within eight hours (much 
of this activity was before computers and e-mail). 

MAC representatives also became the union stewards for their work 
locations. On a shop-by-shop basis, MAC was able to institutionalize 
interoccupational coalitions by creating work-site grievance commit
tees. The membership approved the plan to consolidate all stewards, 
regardless of occupation, at the various work sites because this step 
would facilitate stewards' training and the handling of work-site prob
lems. Every week, the work-site committees brought together rank-and
file leaders from all the occupations within the union. The meetings not 
only brought together people in different occupations but also increased 
the day-to-day interaction of different races and of men and women, 
thereby uniting them around work concerns. For instance, one of 
the rank-and-file leaders who emerged was a Black nationalist, and the 
other was a white man whose father had been a national leader in the 
Ku Klux Klan. Both had worked at the Transit District for several years 
but had never spoken to each other. They came together because they 
both wanted bener representation of their occupations in their union. 
Later they were also on the same side in opposing quality circles, oppos
ing discrimination against minorities and women, and supporting affir
mative action plans for maintenance. The activists, through the MAC 
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plan, created structures in the union that enabled rank and filers to get 
menroring and rraining. The activists also helped create a new view of 
the possibilities for the rank and file within the union. As one African 
American MAC representative said: 

We [MAC] started education, going to school, reading, and finding our 
how to do this. Never rely on onc person . . . .  We started to rely on you 
[class-conscious worker] and you said no. You said everybody has to 
know, go look it up, here's how you do it, that is how r started learning the 
law. Actually, remember how you told me, why don't we go down here [a  
law library] and I'll show you how to look up the law. And see, r learned 
that in MAC. We all smrted taking lahar studies, reading in general, 
understanding. That is power. Besides hanging together and partying on 
the weekends . . .  MAC had a plan. Nobody was afraid to fight in MAC. 

The work-site committees became the basis for internal and external 
union suppOrt work and political campaigns. Some 90 percent of the 
union executive board members over the next ten years were active 
members of these early work-site grievance boards. 

Finally, the union executive board formed a bylaws committee 
to draft the changes to the existing union constitution and bylaws. 
The bylaws committee included people from all occupations. MAC rep
resentatives and friends were part of the committee. The proposed 
changes were extensive and aimed at further democratizing the union 
and achieving occupational representation on the union's executive 
board and negotiation committees. All of the intraunion coalitions built 
over the past three years were pulled together, and a marketing plan was 
created to "sell" the bylaws changes. The opposition forces within the 
union argued that these changes would reduce the efficiency of service 
for union members and that the bus drivers would lose control of the 
union. When the vote took place in I983, the bylaws changes passed by 
the necessary two-thirds majority. The margin of victory was twenty
four votes. 

AN ANALYSIS O F  T H E  L O C A L  299 EXPE R I E N C E  

To avoid the errors that come with reducing all issues to matters of class, 
successful strategies must consider the multiple identities of the work
force. In this section, we talk about the intersection of race, gender, and 
class in the action at local 299. We recognize that this intersection 
includes complicated divisions within each category. For instance, clear 
divisions exist between white women and women of color, between 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 2
35

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
25

0

USING RACE, CLASS, A N D  GENDER ANALYSIS / 235 

racial minorities, and between workers in different occupations. This 
case study involved many of these complex interrelations. To understand 
the intersection of race, gender, and class, we discuss the categories sep
arately below and then examine how they intersected into a common 
strategy at Local 299. 

Race 

The terms racial project and social encasement are useful for our analy
sis of racial dynamics: "A racial project is simultaneously an interpreta
tion, representation, or explanation of racial dynamics, and an effort to 
reorganize and redistribute resources along particular racial lines." 5 
Racial projects provide meaning for race within particular social struc
tures and everyday experiences. Social encasement is the total effect of 
social structures and racial projects on an individual worker's world 
outlook toward race. 

One can define race in various ways. A Social Darwinist defines race 
a s  a biological characteristic, which thus creates an unalterable set of  
physical, mental, and behavioral attributes.6 In this perspective, one 
race of human beings can be genetically superior to another; for instance, 
Black people can be more intelligent than whites because of a genetic 
predisposition. Another view of race defines it within a particular 
social, historical, and political process. This definition assumes a com
plex set of social meanings that constantly change under (he influence of 
contending social, economic, and political forces. This view sees no bio
logical basis for distinguishing between human groups by race.' 

If race is such a divisive force and is so difficult to define, should we 
simply dispense with the idea? Should we strive to be a color-blind soci
ety and ignore racial differences? Michael Omi and Howard Winant 
explore this question in Racial Formation in the United States: 

A more effective starting point is the recognition that despite its uncertain
ties and contradictions, the concept of race continues to play a fundamen
tal role in structuring and representing the social world. The task for 
theory is to explain this situation. It is to avoid both the utopian frame
work which sees race as an illusion we can somehow "get beyond," and 
also the essentialist formulation which sees race as something objective 
and fixed, a biological datum. Thus we should think of race as an element 
of social structure rather than as an irregularity within it: we should see 
race as a dimension of human representation rather than an illusion. These 
perspectives inform the theoretical approach we call racial formation. 
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We define racial formation as the sociohist orical process by which 
racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed . . . .  
First we argue that racial formation is a process of historically situated 
projects in which human bodies and social struCtures are represented and 
organized. Next we link racial formation to the evolution of hegemony, 
the way in which society is organized and ruled. 8 

From this theoretical perspective, race is a matter of both social 
structure (or social systems of human interaction) and culture (or the 
values, norms, and behaviors of a society). This view attempts to under
stand the concept of race as an interaction between these two dimen
sions. Race is an integral component of social structure (for example, 
class society), but efforts to explain racial inequality as only a product 
of social structure cannot explain its patterning and persistence over 
time and in the absence of difference in social structure. However, to 
explain race as culture based, as ethnicity theory does, does not explain 
racial economic stratification.9 

Numerous racial projects are operating and contending for domi
nance in the United States. In the I9Gos, the civil rights movement, in 
particular the Black Freedom Movement, radically changed the struc
ture and the culture of race relations in the country. The Black Freedom 
Movement of the 19505 and 19605 rransformed racial politics from bla
tant coercion to the beginnings of democratic inclusion. Though the 
racial project did not achieve its goal of full inclusion, it did usher in 
sweeping political and cultural changes. New organizations formed. 
New political norms and new collective identities also emerged. This 
racial project challenged past racial practices and stereotypes and intro
duced a wave of social reform that extended democratic notions beyond 
the issue of race. iO 

The ethnicity theory of race argues that assimilation is the solution to 
racial conflict. Belief in this theory held multiracial coalitions together 
during the high point of the civil rights movement. Since the passage 
of the Civil Rights Act of T 9 64, a neoconservative racial project has 
emerged that denies the significance of race. Taking equality under the 
law as the basis for assimilation, the neoconservative racial project 
argues that all races are now equal under the law. Therefore, those races 
that suffer persistent social and economic inequality do so because of 
individual shortcomings and certainly not because of inequalities in 
the "system." This view justifies notions such as "reverse discrimina
tion." It leads to "color-blind" race politics and noninterventionist state 
policies. Such policies stand in contrast to the liberal interventionist 
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state policies, such as affirmative action, that emerged from the civil 
rights movement. 

At Local 299, several racial projects were apparent. The incumbent 
leadership of the 1960s was encased in a racial project that identified 
racial minorities as "welfare recipients" or as "lazy." The union cul
ture-including members' values, norms, practices, rituals, customs, 
and behaviors-was forged during a twenty-year period of adversity by 
a small group of white male bus drivers who lived close to each other. I I 

This culture valued "toughness," such as the ability (0 drive any vehi
cle, and questioned the masculinity of any male who complained about 
unsafe conditions. The white bus drivers separated themselves from the 
racial minorities at work and made important union decisions at a bar 
called Sam's Log Cabin instead of at union meetings. As one Latino vet
eran bus driver said, "They [union leadership] didn't want us . . . .  They 
hardly told us anything." 

After the massive influx of new hires in the 1970s, new white leaders 
replaced the old white union leaders. Although racial minorities were 
almost one-half the union, their position in the union leadership did not 
improve. The views that "We're all one working class," or in this case, 
"We're all bus drivers," negated the inherent privilege of white male bus 
drivers. Because the leadership did not recognize that the existing orga
nizational culture defined race in hierarchical terms, it did not recognize 
the importance of training, developing, and mentoring minority leader
ship and did not see the need to restructure the organization. Thus, the 
new white union leaders, unable to step outside of their social encase
ment, repeated the racial errors of their predecessors. 

Gender 

The case study reveals that the union "didn't feel like a friendly place 
for a woman to be," Management didn't want to hire women in the first 
place because they would miss work and because they got pregnant. 
Some of their male coworkers would accuse them of "taking jobs from 
hard-working men who needed the jobs." The organizational culture 
valued "manliness" and discouraged participation by women. 

Unions in general have historically been at odds with working 
women. During the nineteenth century, many unions forbade female 
membership, and although formal prohibitions were lifted early in the 
twentieth century, unions as a whole had little interest in organizing 
"women's work" until the 1970S.12 Today, although women are more 
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than one-third of the union membership in the United States, only 9 
percent of the top leadership in AFL-CIO unions are women. At the 
local union level, especially in the public sector, some unions have a 
higher percentage of women in leadership-for example, 40 percent in 
the Service Employees International Union and roughly 50 percent in 
the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees. 
Despite these numbers, men lead most local unions, even in industries 
with a high percentage of women.13 

Studies show that the most pervasive roadblock to women's activism 
in unions has been women's prescribed roles as homemakers and child 
rearers.14 In this case study, women activists also had to overcome a 
male-dominated union culture that had values, norms, practices, rituals, 
customs, and behaviors that worked against women's parcicipation in 
the union. According to veteran women union members, the old white 
male leadership of the union didn't care about representing the female
dominated occupations of the union like the ISRs, as we saw in the ear
lier quote by a woman retiree. The union leadership paid little attention 
to protecting the rights of the female occupations, as evidenced by the 
small amount of contractual language dedicated to the protections of 
workers in those occupations. Bus drivers had twenty-two pages of pro
tections, maintenance had eight pages, and communications (ISRs, oial
A-Ride, and systems monitors) had one and a half pages. 

The tough-guy values of the white male bus drivers fell hard on male 
bus drivers who cared about safety and even harder on women. As we 
have seen, women suffered a disproportionate number of industrial 
injuries because of the need to exert fifty pounds of pull pressure to turn 
some of the buses. The union leadership prided itself on keeping the sys
tem going and paid little attention to driver safety. 

Because of the difficulty of breaking into the good old boy network 
or even participating in the real decision-making process, white women 
activists and racial minorities began to create alternative forms of 
organizations within the union. Activist white women were the first 
white people invited to join the Third World Caucus, which became the 
base for the internal opposition to the incumbent union leadership in 
the T970s. 

Homemaking and child-care responsibilities, a male-dominated union 
culcure, and a lack of training, mentoring, and access to networks were 
roadblocks to women's achievement of union leadership posirions.15 
Because some occupations had a much higher concentration of women, 
the union's structure of governance (at-large elections) placed women at 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 2
39

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
25

4

USING RACE, CLASS, A N D  GENDER ANALYSIS / 239 

a disadvantage if they sought election to union office, Researchers have 
found that because women are often concenrrated in occuparions classi
fied as women's work, they will not have ready access to leadership posi
tions unless unions change their governance structures.16 In this case, 
people in the women-dominated occupations (communications) formed 
a coalition with those in the occupations with a high percentage of 
minorities (maintenance) to redo the union's governance structure and 
achieve occupational, racial, and gender representation in the union's 
leadership, 

Race and Gender 

The restructuring of Local 299 increased racial minorities' chances of 
being elected to leadership positions and virtually guaranreed that at 
least one woman would be elected to union office. After the first elec
tion under the new structure, the executive board membership was 5 0  

percent racial minorities (African American and Mexican/Chicano). 
Before the restructuring, four women had been elected to the executive 
board: one African American woman and three white women. After the 
restructuring, four white women were elected to the executive board. 
The African American woman served two three-year terms. Since 1987, 
no woman from a racial minority has served on the union's executive 
board, Minority women have twice attempted to win union office but 
lost on both occasions. 

The election of the four women before the restructuring stemmed 
from their involvement in the first reform movement, which gave them 
visibility. In the first election after the restructuring, two of the women 
ran for reelection: one lost her election bid, and the African American 
woman won reelection. Three out of four of the women elected since 
then have benefited from the guarantee of a seat to the communications 
section, The woman who was elected to the nonoccupational, at-large 
seat enjoyed the suppOrt of the local union's women's caucus, which 
formed in the late I98os. The women's caucus was predominantly 
white women. Minority participation and leadership of the caucus 
ended in 1991. 

A closer analysis might suggest that although the earlier reform 
movemenr became dominated by college-educated white males, at least 
initially it included women, especially white women. The network cre
ated during the first reform movement facilitated the growth of a social 
network that included more women. 
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A critical look at the second reform movement, which led to the 
restructuring of the local, reveals that the hub of the network, MAC, 
was predominantly males from several racial minorities. The commit
tee's activism centered on achieving occupational representation and 
increasing minority involvement. Although the restructuring created a 
"woman's seat" on the executive board, (he social-political network cre
ated by the second reform movement was predominantly minority male. 
This group of reformers paid little attention to the recruitment, training, 
and mentoring of minoricy women. 

After attending a women's training conference sponsored by the 
international union, minority women started a women's caucus in the 
local union. In twO years, I989 to I99I, the women's caucus broke into 
factions, and involvement by minority women ended. Minority women 
presendy play little if any role in the governance of the union. 

Angela Harris (I995)  cautions against the notion of a monolithic 
"woman's experience" that stands apart from other facets of life such as 
race and class. Harris quotes Smith College professor Elizabeth Spel
man on this point: "The real problem has been how feminist theory has 
confused the condition of one group of women with the condition of 
all. . . .  A measure of the depth of white middle-class privilege is that the 
apparently straightforward and logical points and axioms at the heart 
of much of feminist theory guarantee the direction of its attention to the 
concerns of white middle-class women." 17 

This case study and the research of others suggest that not only is 
there no monolithic woman's experience, but also that there is no mono
lithic African American experience, no monolithic Chicano experience, 
and obviously no monolithic working-class experience. Thus, the only 
way one can hope to create an effective strategy for working-class unity 
is to understand the intersection of these facets of working-class life and 
how they play out in U.S. society}S 

Race, Gender, and Class 

How should one understand the issues at work in the reform movement 
in Local 299? In the United States, one's position in society reflects one's 
relationship to a structure of class, racial, and gender dominance. At the 
risk of oversimplifying, let us use an organizational analogy for society. 
Whoever is in the center of this organization (society) determines how 
the organization defines itself. For the majority of U.S. history, this core 
has comprised rich, white, Anglo-Saxon males. In organizations, as one 
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moves away from the core, one has less influence on how the organiza
tion defines its values and behaviors.'9 In the United States, the range of 
power-that is, the ability to make the organization (society) do some
thing-extends from the rich, white, Anglo-Saxon male at the core to 
the poor, immigrant, minority female on the margins. Power emanates 
from the core and moves outward. Because the boundaries between lev
els of the organization are porous, the core is not immune to the influ
ences of those outside of it, even those Out on the margins. 

The shouts or screams of people on rhe margins may reach the ears 
of the more powerful people near the core. For the core to act, however, 
the screams and shouts have to be very loud or come from coalitions of 
voices. Within any organization or society are multiple voices, but the 
voices are not equally loud. The voices of those in the core are the loud
est. Though those in the core may hear interjections from the margins 
and even allow changes to occur, they are the ones who ultimately inrer
pret and frame the response for the whole organization, and they are 
also the ones with the power to reinterpret the values and behaviors of 
the organization. As they define the values and behaviors for the orga
nization, they define their personal values as well. And they base these 
definitions primarily on existing definitions, Thus, the starting point of 
change within the core comes from existing values within it, encasing 
the people at the center in what they create. As a result, they are both 
recipients and beneficiaries of the decisions and values emerging from 
the core. 

The organization values created at the core become the norm-that 
which is normal-and all else becomes "other."2o Thus, when someone 
says that a behavior or value is "human nature," he or she defines what 
is normal. However, within the analogy of the organization, what is nor
mal for a rich, white, Anglo-Saxon male has greater power in the orga
nization (society) than do the values and norms created on the margins. 
Therefore, the U,S. working class faces a complex system of domination 
that affects the entire structure and culture of American society. Although 
this system has other components, the three main intersecting points of 
contention are race, gender, and class. Clearly, the working class is not in 
the "core" of this society. One's race and gender define one's relationship 
to the core values and norms. For instance, white men or women who 
define racism in extreme terms, perhaps seeing it as exclusive to groups 
like the Ku Klux Klan or the Nazis, would not see their own more sub
rle discriminatory acts as racist. A working-class white male who identi
fies with the values and norms of the core might dismiss more subrle acts 
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of racism or sexism as normal or as human nature. He might innocently 
dismiss such acts with statements like "You know how men are." 

People who are closer to the core might derive some short-term ben
efits from the system of domination that favors rich, white, Anglo
Saxon males. Not only does this system confer obvious economic 
benefits, as economic theorists have pointed out, but it also provides 
other structural and cultural outcomes that benefit white people in gen
eral. As immigrants from eastern and southern Europe came to the 
United States in the late nineteemh and early twentieth centuries, con
flicts arose between recent immigrants and those who had immigrated a 
generation or two before (so-called natives). These "border skirmishes" 
between whites were resolved over time through the process of assimi
lation, not exclusion, as is the case with most racial minorities.21 

The U.S. "melting pot" obviously melted for whites more easily than 
for people of color. By seeing U.S. culture as simply a mixture of differ
ent cultures, one could conclude that the United States lacks its own, 
unique culture. To view U.S. culture as no culture (that is, as color
blind) opens the door to defining racial minority cultures as "other" 
cultures. If "other" cultures exist in the United States, then what is the 
normative culture against which one should measure other cultures? 
The unique U.S. culture was created by whites, who have underwritten 
oppression and domination of racial minorities since the beginning of 
colonial expansion.22 For instance, U.S. pioneers assumed a norm of 
private property. This norm justified their appropriation of land that 
they assumed had no owner-and then justified their protection of their 
private property from others, like the Native Americans. The subjuga
tion of Blacks and the extermination and expropriation of Native 
Americans and Mexicans had racial justifications that left ideological 
imprints on the people of the United States. Racial theories like so
called scientific racism and quasi-racial theories such as Social Darwin
ism place white people at the top of the racial hierarchy. From the 
earliest days of the Republic, white people owned the property and con
trolled the government. Ideological props like Social Darwinism sup
ported this structure. U.S. culture thus reflected values, norms, and 
behaviors favoring white people and maintained a social structure that 
continued the relative privilege of white people over racial minorities. 
By extending this analysis to the U.S. union movement, we can see why 
some union leaders view ethnic, racial, and gender diversity as "prob
lematic." Their view flows both from their definition of "differentness" 
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and from their encasement in whiteness, a unique structure and culture 
that U.S. history has shaped in their likeness. 

The racial project of whiteness has helped create a false sense of one
ness among European Americans.23 Whiteness is a construct that helps 
to create the illusion that Irish and Slavic steelworkers have more in 
common with white robber barons like Carnegie and Frick than with 
Black steelworkers. Whiteness is a hierarchal construct that creates 
white-skin privilege and dark-skin and gender oppression. It is a racial 
project that permits white people to blame immigrants and racial 
minorities for economic woes instead of creating strategies and building 
coalitions against the corporate and governmental leaders who favor 
economic exploitation over social and economic justice.24 Moreover, 
whiteness links white people together who have nothing in common but 
their skin color, and it divides trade unionists and other workers who 
have economic, social, and political reasons to unite. 

Therefore . . .  

To succeed, union strategies require rigorous examination of the 
intersection of race, gender, and class. Union leaders must critically 
examine the union's governance structure and organizational culture. 
Most important, union leaders have to be self-reflective and force them
selves to examine their own social encasement so that they can break 
with the racial project of whiteness. 
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N O T E S  

P R EFACE 

1. Ellen Dannin, in Takiltg Back the Workers' Law: How to Fight the 
Assault on Labor Rights (Ithaca, N. Y.: ILR Press/Cornell University Press, 
2006), offers a strong argument that the main problem with the NLRA is not 
the statute itself but the judicial interpretations of it going back to the '930S. 
While we agree with much of this analysis, substantive parts of the act, particu
larly in light of the Taft-Hardey amendments, make it problematic from the 
standpoint of workers. 

INTRODUCTION 

1 .  Jerry Tucker, "Big Labor Split Now Seems Cerrain: Four of Six 'Change
to-Win' Unions to Boycott AFL-CIO Convention," MR Zine, July 24, 2005, 
http://mrzine.monthlyreview.orglaAt!0200 5 . h tm 1. 

2. See www.changetowin.orglfor-the-media/press-releases-and-statementsl 
change-to-win-coalition-submits-amendments-for-afl-cio-convention.html. 

3. Nathan Newman, "United Farm Workers Joins Change to Win Camp," 
TPM Cafe, July 23, 2005, www.tpmcafe.com/storyhoosI7/nh94826/8S7. 

4. UNITE HERE! represented the merger of the major garment and textile 
union with the major union representing hotel and restaurant workers. The 
merger took place in 2004. 

5. Jerry Tucker, "A New Labor Federation Claims Its Space: If Enthusiasm 
on Display Were Substance, CTW Could Claim a Good Starr," MR Zilw, 
http://mrzine.monthlyreview.orgltucker04 J005·htm!' 

1. D U K I N '  IT OUT 

J .  The term Jacksonian Democracy is an almost unbelievable misnomer. 
President Andrew Jackson posed as a friend of the white man and took on the 
interests of segments of the wealthy elite. Yet Jackson, who served in many 
respects as a model for what came to be known as right-wing populism, also 
advanced the ethnic cleansing of First Nations/Native Americans and was the 
author of the Trail of Tears that Native Americans marched from the Southeast 
into the West. He orchestrated attacks on Spanish-controlled Florida in order to 

245 
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destroy the Seminoles and the liberated zones that they had created for runaway 
African slaves. See Chip Berlet and Matthew N. Lyons, Right- Wing Populism in 
America: Too Close for Comfort (New York: Guilford Press, 2000), 33-53. 

2. Chip Smith, The Cost of Privilege (Fayetteville, N.C.: Camino Press, 
2007), 11-21-

3.  for an in-depth exploration of the issue of race, racism, and social con
trol, see Theodore W. Allen, The Invention of the White Race, vol. I, Racial 
Oppression and Social Control (London: Verso, 1994), and vol. 2, The Origin 
of Racial Oppression il1 Anglo-America (London: Verso, 1997). 

4. See, for example, David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race afrd 
the Making of the Americmt Working Class (London: Verso, 1991). 

5.  The terms Global North and Global South roughly correspond, respec
tively, to the countries of the advanced capitalist, or "Western," world (the 
United States, Canada, Japan, and the countries of Western Europe) and the 
regions of Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean formerly known as 
the Third World. The former Soviet bloc of Eastern Europe, Russia, and the 
states of the moribund Commonwealth of Independent States are in a geopolit
ical twilight zone. 

6. Sylvis was a complex character who recognized the need for collabora
tion between white and Black workers but was unprepared to engage this bat
tle in the N:1tinll:1I I.:lhnf Ilninn. See Philip S. Fnnt'r, Orgnnizp.d f.abnr mzd thp. 

Black Worker, 1619-1973 (New York: Praeger, 1974), 19. 
7. The exclusion of Asian workers became a rallying cry for white workers 

on the West Coast and led to the formation of political parties advancing this 
demand. 

8. Craft unions organize workers according to skill, such as carpentry or 
plumbing. 

9. Industrial unions represent workers in the entirety of an industry rather 
than organizing them by craft or trade. 

10. The new regime of mass production using assembly lines is generally 
referred to as "Ford ism. " 

I I .  Nick Salvatore, "Eugene V. Debs: From Trade Unionist to Socialist," in 
Labor Leaders in America. ed. Melvyn Dubofsky and Warren Van Tine 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987), 107. 

12. Ibid., 108. 
13. Advocates of industrial unionism were more ambiguous in their state

ments about matters of gender and the full organizing of women. 
'4. John H. M. Laslett, "Samuel Campers and the Rise of American Busi

ness Unionism," in Dubofsky and Van Tine, Labor Leaders, 84. 
15 .  Ibid. 
16. Ibid. Campers's view was "non ideological" only in the formal sense. His 

position was very ideological in its full acceptance of the existence and 
inevitability of U.S. capitalism as a system. The nonideological notion was actu
ally more akin to the philosophy of so-called American pragmatism in its rejec
tion of formal theories and ideological constructs. 

17. The philosophy of pursuing self-interest, elaborated in the nineteenth 
century, assigns meaning to things according to their observable practical C011-



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 2
47

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
26

2

NOTES TO PAGES 15-20 / 247 

sequences. Essentially, the idea is whatever "works" is best. This position begs 
the question of what determines whether something "works." 

18. By class character, we mean that the state fundamentally represents the 
interests of the dominant class and class fractions in a society. In such a state, 
individuals from the dominant class do not necessarily have ro hold office, nor 
does the state have to look out for-in this case-individual capitalists. Rather, 
the job of the capitalist state is to look out for the interests of capitalism and to 
eliminate not only opposition but anything that seems to interfere with the nor
mal workings of the capitalist system. 

19. Laslett, "Samuel Gompers," p. 87. 
20. Campers's opposition to the Spanish-American War was most curious. 

Paul Buhle notes that Gompers opposed the war and U.S. empire in the 
late 1890S "because it invited the yellow race onto American shores." See 
Paul Buhle, Taking Care of Business: Samuel Compers, Ceorge Meany, 
Lane Kirkland and the Tragedy of American Labor (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1999), 45 .  Buhle devotes a chapter to a fascinating examination 
of Gompers. 

2 l .  Ronald Takaki, From Different Shores: Perspectives on Race and Ethnic
ity ill America, 2nd ed. (New York; Oxford University Press, 1994), 136. 

22. Quoted in EUy Leary, "Crisis in the U.S. Labor Movement: The Roads Not 
Take-n," M nnthly R fwiRW, J lint' 2()() 5, www.monthlyre-vie-w.nre/oho51e-ary.htm . 

2. THE NEW DEAL 

I. The Populist candidate James B. Weaver won a million popular votes and 
twenty-two electoral votes for the presidency in 1892, and the party won nine 
seats in Congress. Eugene Debs drew 6 percent of the vote for president in .I912, 
and Socialists were elected to local and state offices throughout the United 
States in the years leading up to World War I. 

2. Philip S. Foner, History of the Labor Movement in the U.S.: The AFL in the 
Progressive Era, 19 10-1915 (New York: International Publishers, 1980), 108- 1 5 .  

3 .  Ibid., 129-3°. 
4. Melvyn Dubofsky and Warren Van Tine, eds., Labor Leaders in America 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987), 134. 
5. Craig Phelan, "William Green and the Ideal of Christian Cooperation," 

in Oubofsky and Van Tine, Labur Leaders, 1 3 5 '  
6. The theories of John M. Keynes (1 883-1946) emphasized an increase in 

the money supply and an activist government role in the economy to promote the 
ability of consumers to purchase goods and thereby stimulate the economy. He 
was one of the first mainstream economists to challenge the idea of laissez-faire 
capitalism, in The Elld of Laissez Faire (1926). His work Gelleral Theory of 
Employment, Interest and Money (1936) provided much of the theoretical 
rationale for the New Deal . 

7. The insurgency included the unemployment movement that had com
menced shortly after the beginning of the Great Depression, as well as the work
place battles that culminated in the 1934 general strikes in the San Francisco 
Bay Area, Toledo, and Minneapolis, as well as the Great Textile Strike. 
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8. Nelson Lichtenstein, State of the Union; A Century of American Labor 
(Princeton, N.].; Princeton University Press, 2002), 43. 

9. Corporatist, in this context, refers to the theory of the unity of the gov
ernment and variOliS sectors of society. Normally, the concept carries the notion 
of "tripartism," the partnership of the government, business, and labor. 

10. William Z. Foster, History of the Communist Party of the United Slates 
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1968), 306. 

1 I .  Because of Roosevelt's failing support after the CIO's victories in auto 
and big steel, Lewis dropped his support and vowed that he would resign as 
president of the CIO if Roosevelt won the election in 1940. Roosevelt won, and 
Phillip Murray replaced Lewis as CIO president. 

12. Paul Buhle, Taking Care of Business: Samuel Gompers, George Meany, 
Lane Kirkland and the Tragedy of American Labor (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, (999), 87. 

1 3 .  Lichtenstein, State of the Union, 50. 
14. Labor's Non-Partisan League in various locales had more on its agenda 

than drumming up support for Roosevelt. Former Communist Party leader 
Dorothy Healy has described the work of the lNPL in Southern California in 
the early 1940s. See Dorothy Healy and Maurice Isserman, Dorothy Healy 
Remembers (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990). 

' 5 .  Steven Fr;1ser, "Sidney Hilllll;1n; I .;1nnr's M;1chi;1vel li," in n .. hnfsky ;1nd 

Van Tine, Labor Leaders, 224. 
16. Ibid., 232. 
17. At any historical moment, one could identify a range of unionist posi

tions that would qualify as Left, Center, and Right at the time. In the pre-Civil 
War period, for instance, the Left comprised unionists who took the lead in 
opposing slavery and ultimately called for the inclusion of African workers in 
the union movement. The leftists of the time were those at the forefront of 
opposing anti-Chinese racism and exclusion. Thus, the notion of a Left in the 
movement defines a tendency more than a specific organizational entity. 

18. We mention the two forms of Marxism to identify some of the contend
ing influences on the international and U.s. left. In time, other variants on 
Marxism developed, particularly in the 1960s, which saw the emergence of 
Maoism, autonomous Marxism, and a form one could call neo-Trotskyism. 

19. Populism is a political movement that, while blurring class distinctions, 
also advances the notion of the people against the rich. In the United States, Pop
ulism had its roots in the Jacksonian Democracy of the .r830s. However, it took 
on, at least at first, a more progressive orientation in the 1 890S with the develop
ment of the People's (Populist) Party, which at first made significant efforts to 
unite white and Black farmers and workers. The Populist movement fell prey to 
racism, and the white segment of the movement was either crushed or absorbed 
into the Democratic Party at the time of the presidential candidacy of William 
Jennings Bryan. Anarcho-syndicalism is a tendency that emerged in Europe and 
spread to the United States in the late nineteenth century but came to influence 
the formation of organizations such as the IWW Anarcho-syndicalism openly 
opposes capitalism and calls for replacing the capitalist state with a decentralized 
system of workers' control that uses the labor union as the means of organizing 
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the working class. Anarcho-syndicalists do not believe that the Left should par
ticipate in electoral politics, viewing electoral politics and political reforms as 
antithetical to the objectives of the working class. 

20. We mention these parties not to discuss their relative merits but to iden
tify some of the main Left players in the union movement. 

2I. This statement about commonalities between unions and leftist groups is 
general because it aims to include a broad array of socialist and leftist thinkers. 
The groups differed on strategy and tactics. 

22. Judith Stepan-Norris and Maurice Zeitlin, Left Out: Reds and America's 
Industrial UI/iom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 200, 187. 

23. The capacity to carry out similar positions is not unique to leftists. Right
wing organizations such as the Alliance of Catholic Trade Unionists organized 
their work in much the same way. 

24. Estimates indicate that nearly one hundred thousand members of the 
steel, metal, mining, and auto workers' unions were also members of the Com
munist Party (at least for a short time) during the period 1932-43. Roger 
Keeran, The Communist Party and the Auto Workers Unions (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, '980), 17. This number does not include other social
ists like Farrell Dobbs of the Socialist Workers Party, who led the militant Team
ster local in Minneapolis, and Kermit Johnson and Genora Johnson (Dollinger), 
who pbyed import;Jnt roles in the Flint sit-down strikes. Dllbofsky ;Jnd V;Jn 

Tine, Labor Leaders, 309; and Art Preis, Labor's Giant Step; Twenty Years of 
the CIO (New York: Pathfinder Press, 1964), 56-57. 

25. For example, see Preis, Labor's Giant Step; Keeran, C0111ntlmist Party; 
Harvey A. Levenstein, Communism, Anticommunism, and the CIO (Westport, 
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1 98 I);  Lichtenstein, State of the Union; and Stepan
Norris and Zeitlin, Left Out. 

26. Levenstein, Commltllism, Anticommunism, 1 64. 
27. Ibid., 165 .  
28. Robert Michels, Political Parties (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, I949 [19I.I]), 

401 . Seymour M. Lipset, Martin A. Trow, and James S. Coleman, Union 
Democracy: The Internal Politics of the International Typographical Union 
(New York: Free Press, 1980 [1962]), 239. 

29. Upset, Trow, and Coleman, Unioll Democracy, 248. 
30. Stepan-Norris and Zeitlin, Left Ollt. 94. 

3 .  THE COLD WAR ON LABOR 

I. The term social accord referred to the notion that an implicit, if not 
explicit, arrangement existed between the unions, business, and government for 
the greater good. The idea originates in the vicw of eighteenth-century philoso
phers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Locke that an implicit partner
ship exists between the major classes of any society. Roosevelt's New Deal was 
based on the need for and existence of a social accord by which the three major 
elements of society-unions, government, and business-agreed to accept one 
another's existence. Needless to say, New Dealers could never gain such accep
tance from business. 
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2. The public viewed the idea of the welfare state not in the narrow sense in 
which we in the United States have used the term historically-to suggest the 
state's provision of specific programs. Rather the view was that the government 
must protect the social welfare of the populace by creating a system of social 
services covering all citizens. 

3 .  Beginning almost immediately after World War II, various commentators 
argued that the USSR wanted peaceful coexistence with the capitalist world. 
Edgar Snow's The Pattern of Soviet Power (New York: Random House, 1945) 
makes this argument quite explicitly. Between 1945 and 1947, the Soviet Union 
appeared willing to make compromises with the West in the interest of respecting 
spheres of influence. The lack of Soviet support for the Greek partisan leaders at 
the end of the war, Soviet leaders' pressure on Tito in the former Yugoslavia to 
compromise with the British, and the USSR's pullout from northern Iran are just 
three of the concessions the Soviets were willing to offer. These actions were 
largely ignored by the West or interpreted as signs of weakness. By 1947, the 
Soviet Union had concluded that a different path was necessary, at which poim it 
began a major clampdown on its sphere of influence in Eastern Europe, staging 
absurd purge trials and placing significant limitations on political freedom. 

4. Failure to sign this affidavit could cause a union to lose NLRA protection 
and certification of its collective-bargaining agreements. The requirement was 
evelltll:llly filled 1Illcnnstitlltinn:l1 in T9h5. 

5 .  Harvey A. Levenstein, Communism. Anticommunism, and the CIO 
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1981), 218. 

6. An independent left-leaning labor federation was also thwarted by 
measures like the Communist Control Act of 1954, which could deprive 
" Communist-controlled" unions of NLRA protections (ibid., 3 1 4). 

7. Taft-Hartley met with tremendous resistance, but after its passage, resis
tance to Red-baiting quickly collapsed among centrist union forces, and a cer
tain calm overtook much of the union movement by the early 1950s, almost as 
if the Taft-Hartley attack had been an aberration. 

8. The standard of living did double between 1940 and r967. 
9. The Treaty of Detroit was a national agreement between the Reuther-led 

UAW and General Motors that set the pattern for the rest of the auto industry, 
and because of Reuther's position in the union movement, the agreement influ
enced collective bargaining nationally as welL Nelson Lichtenstein, "Walter 
Reuther and the Rise of Labor-Liberalism," in Labor Leaders in America, ed. 
Melvyn Dubofsky and Warren Van Tine (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1987), 293. During the immediate postwar period, the popular expectation was 
that the United States would adopt some form of national health insurance. The 
emphasis by the UAW and other unions on employer-sponsored health care 
took energy away from this initiative. 

10. Reuther's feints to the left-like his support for civil rights, his outrage at 
the failure of the AFL-CiO to endorse the 1963 civil rights march on Washing
ton, his trade llllion militancy, and his proposal for the redistribution of 
wealth-presented opportunities for a left alignment, but his strategic unity 
with the virulent anticommunist Association of Catholic Trade Unionists, his 
use of Red-baiting to defeat his opposition at the expense of his members' wel-
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fare, along with his anticommunist leadership within the CIO and the betrayal 
of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party in [964, reveal the complexity of 
forging such a pragmatist-left alliance and the price of pragmatists' domination 
of such alliances. 

1 L Strikes like the 1997 United Parcel Service (UPS) strike are exceptions. 
The Teamsters strike against UPS raised a working-class-wide issue of full-time 
work, challenging UPS efforts to expand its use of part-time work. Jeremy 
Brecher, Strike! (Boston: South End Press, (997), 3 5 8-62. 

12. Various factors contributed to the collapse of Operation Dixie, not the 
least of which were racism and Red-baiting. See, for instance, Barbara S. Grif
fith, The Crisis of American Labor: Operation Dixie and the Defeat of the CIO 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, (988). 

13.  Longtime Chicano activist Bert Corona touches on this abandonment of 
Southwest Chicanos in Mario T. Garcia, Memories of Chica/to History: The Ufe 
and Narrative of Bert Corona (Berkeley: University of California Press, (994). 

14. Robert H. Zieger, "George Meany: Labor's Organization Man," in 
Dubofsky and Van Tine, Labor Leaders, 326. 

15·  Ibid., 337 ·  
16. Under Sweeney, the AFL-CIO removed the specific bar to Communist 

membership (Coltstitt/tion of the AFL-CIO, Article Ill, Section 7). 
'7. "CnTllTllTTniSTll" eventTTally heC"ame :lTlythinB tht' 11.5. St:lte Dt'p:lrtTllt'Tlt 

declared it to be. Thus, despite the rhetoric, the AfL·CIO activities against 
Cheddi Jagan, prime minister of British Guiana in 1964, had less to do with 
whether Jagan was actually a communist than with his public and outspoken 
left-wing and nationalist politics. For a brief look at the U.S. and labor roles in 
overthrowing Jagan, see Gary N. Chaison and Tarique I. Nageer, "The Labour 
Movement/Evolution, Intervention, Stagnation, Transition: Guyana" (Spring 
1998), http://members.tripod.com/-tnageer/Labour.html. An excellent collec
tion of articles on the Caribbean labor movement and politics is Hilbourne Wat
son, "Guyana, Jamaica and the Cold War Project: The Transformation of 
Caribbean Labor," in Caribbeall Labor and Politics: Legacies of Cheddi Jagall 
and Michael Manley, ed. Perry Mars and Alma H. Young (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 2004), 89-125' 

18. Business unionism has come to mean many things. In general, it is the 
sort of unionism that both treats the llllion as a business and emphasizes the 
need for the lillian (allegedly on behalf of the workers) and the employer to col
laborate, at the expense of class struggle. 

4 .  T H E  CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENTS, T H E  LEFT, AND LABOR 

1. Though Meany did not place a premium on organizing, he still paid 
attention to any organizing that did take place. 

2. Fernando Gapasin, "United Farm Workers," in The Encyclopedia of 
Latillos alld Latillas ill the Ullited States, ed. Deena j. Gonzalez and Suzanne 
Oboler (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 

3. Jacques Levy, Cesar Chavez; Autobiography of La Causa (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1975), cover. 
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4. Later, many leftists and activists were purged from the UFW. 
5.  Levy, Cesar Chavez, back cover. 
6. Socialist Farrell Dobbs pioneered leverage strategies in 1940 when he 

was a founder of the Teamsters Central States Drivers Council. Estelle James, 
"Jimmy Hoffa: Labor Hero or Labor's Own Foe," in Labor Leaders ill Amer
ica, ed. Melvyn Dubofsky and Warren Van Tine (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, '987), 309. 

7. See Philip S. Foner, Organized Labor and the Black Worker, 1619-1973 
(New York: Praeger Publishers, 1974), 3 3 3-54. Also, see a leftist critique by 
Harlem Fightback founder and longtime leader James Haughwn, who helped 
form the Negro American Labor Council: "James Haughton on Racism in the 
House of Labor," interviewed by Janine Jackson, in History Matters: The U.S. 
Survey Course on the Web, http://hisrorymarcers.gmu.edu/d/7038f. 

8. Many of the "construction workers" were actually business agents and 
other staff members, in addition to off-duty police officers dressed as construc
tion workers. 

9. Martin Halpern, Unions, Radicals and Democratic Presidents: Seeking 
Social Change ill the Twentieth Century (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2003), 6-7. 
Individual leaders of AFL-CIO affiliates played important roles, but the move
ment as a whole remained basically disconnected. 

I fl. The stT11��11" of A fric;! n A Illl"ric;J n stel"lworkl"rs for jllsticl" is l"l(cl"lll"ntly doc

umented in the compelling book by Ruth Needleman, Black f"reedom fighters ill 
Steel: The Struggle for Democratic Unionism (Ithaca, N. Y.: ILR Press/Cornell Uni
versity Press, 2003), Several studies of the League of Revolutionary Black Workers 
are worth reviewing. The organization's own film, Finally Got the News, gives a 
sense of the times and the group's orientation (available at www.frif.com/ 
new2003Ifin.html). See also Dan Georgakas, Detroit: 1 Do Mind Dying; A Study 
in Urban Revolution, 2nd ed. (Boston: South End Press, 1998); and James A. 
Geschwender, Class, Race alld Worker IllsurgellCY; The League of Revolutiollary 
Black Workers (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977). From the African 
American Left, former Afrikan People's Parry chairman A. Muhammad Ahmed 
offers an analysis entitled "The League of Revolutionary Black Workers (A Histor
ical Study)," www.geocities.comiCapitoIHiIVLobby/2379/lrbw.htm. 

II.  Our use of the term traditional is not the same as Warren R. Van Tine's 
in The Makiltg of the Labor Bureaucrat: Union Leadership in the U/tiled States, 
I870-I920 (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1973). 

12. Robert H. Zieger, "George Meany: Labor's Organization Man," in 
Dubofsky and Van Tine, Labor Leaders, 339. 

1 3 .  Roger Keeran, The Communist Party and the Auto Workers Unions 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980), 20. 

5. W H O S E  WELFARE MATTERS, ANYWAY? 

, .  An excellent work on the international economy and unions is Kim 
Moody's Workers 111 a Lean World (London: Verso, 1997). Moody offers an in
depth examination of the consequences of neoliberal globalization and changes 
in the production process for workers and their unions. 
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2. See Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin, "Global Capitalism and American 
Empire," in Socialist Register 2004: The New Imperial Challenge, ed. Leo Pan
itch and Colin Leys, 1-42 (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2003). Panitch 
and Gindin develop a provocative analysis not only of the postwar period but 
also of the relationships between the major capitalist states. Though we do not 
entirely agree with their conclusions, this analysis helps frame an understanding 
of the evolution of the neoliberal state. 

3.  Thomas Ferguson and Joel Rogers, Right Turn: The Decline of the Demo
crats and the Future of American Politics (New York: I-lill and Wang, 1986). 

4. "Yolcker Asserts U.S. Must Trim Living Standard," New York Times, 
Ocrober 18, 1979. It's revealing that Volcker's announcement did not provoke 
a determined public counterattack by the AFL-CIO. 

5. Initially, a very progressive national union of shipyard workers formed in 
the 1930S, largely in opposition to the AFL-craft approach to organizing ship
yards. The union folded into the International Association of Machinists. A 
detailed history of the formation and early years of the national union is avail
able in David Palmer, Organizing the Shipyards: Union Strategy in Three 
Northeast Ports, 1933-1945 (Ithaca, N.Y.: ILR Press/Cornell University Press, 
1998). 

6. The Local 5 leadership did very little, but a rank-and-file campaign rook 
nn G .. n .. r;!1 Oyn:lmics. One of the I,,:ldefs of this c:lmP:lien, :I left-wine whit .. 

welder, eventually ran for and won the presidency of Local 5. Unfortunately, he 
later resigned when he was undercut by his local's executive board, where he did 
nor have majority support. 

7. This recession was not planned, though the 1980-81 recession, named 
after Federal Reserve chair Paul Vo1cker, was largely orchestrated via a hike in 
interest rates. In using the term discipline, we seek to emphasize that within cap
italism, the capitalists use recessions and depressions as a means of weakening 
the power of the working class and scaring off workers from making demands. 

8. Arab oil producers launched the oil boycott in response to Western sup
port of Israel in the so-called Yom Kippur War of '973 between Egypt and Israel. 

9. For one of the earliest and best analyses of deindustrialization, see Barry 
Bluestone and Bennett Harrison, Deindllstrializatioll of America: Plant Clos
ings, Comml/nity Abandonment and the Dismantling of Basic Industry (New 
York: Basic Books, I982). 

10. Through the FBI's Counter hnelligence Program (COINTELPRO) and 
other forms of repressive activity, key leaders of the Black Freedom Movement 
were killed, imprisoned, driven into exile, or driven insane. Similar actions 
were taken against leaders of the Puerto Rican, Chicano, Native American, and 
Asian American movements. See "Going UndercoverlCriminalizing Dissent," 
NOW, www.pbs.orglnow/politicslcointelpro.html. 

1 l .  The Chilean junta was advised by the proteges of U.S. economist Milton 
Friedman of the so-called Chicago School. For a brief and useful look at the 
Pinochet regime's implementation of Friedmanism, see Steve Kagas, "A Critique 
of the Chicago School of Economics, Chile: The Laboratory Test," w\Vw.huppi 
.com/kangaroo/L-chichile.htm. See also Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The 
Rise of Disaster Capitalism (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2007). 
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12. Perhaps finale would be a better term to describe the demise of the social 
accord. The social accord had been unraveling for some time, but with the 
PATCO strike, even the illusion of an accord vanished. 

13.  Stanley Aronowitz, From the Ashes of the Old: American Labor and 
America's Future (New York: Basic Books, 1998), 15 .  

14. Though class warfare had been well under way before the strike, partic
ularly in the South and Southwest, Reagan nationalized the class war, and no 
ground was left untouched in its march from sea to sea. 

15.  One of the committee's more important suggestions, taken up by several 
unions, was to create an associate membership for workers unable to join or 
form a union. Though this recommendation seemed to open the door to inno
vative approaches toward union membership and expansion, few unions 
embraced it, and those that did were not terribly creative in defining the new 
brand of membership. 

6. WHAT'S LEFT FOR US? 

I .  The Leadership Administration caucus was the "ruling party" of the 
United Auto Workers, for lack of a better term. 

2. See "The Lincoln Hospital Offensive," Latino Education Network Ser
vice de los barrios de las Americas, http://palame.org/04LincolnOffensive.hrm. 

3 .  Philip S. Foner, Organized Labor and the Black Worker, 1619-1973 
(New York: Praeger, 1974), 409. 

4. Exclusivity in collective bargaining has a complicated legal and political 
history. Per the National Labor Relations Act, a union is the exclusive represen
tative of workers in a specific bargaining unit. Congress was particularly con
cerned about stability in the workplace and the establishment of industrial 
jurisprudence. Thus, an officially recognized union, whether recognized through 
a voluntary agreement by an employer or through an election, is chosen to rep
resent all workers in that bargaining unit irrespective of their membership in the 
union (if membership is optional), race, gender, national origin, or religion. 
Contrary to labor-management relations in many other countries, where more 
than one union can represent the same types of workers in the same workplace, 
in the United States, only one union has that right. However, if there is not an 
officially recognized union, more than one union organizing committee can 
compete for the attention and support of the workers. The issue of exclusivity 
was made abundantly clear in the brilliant decision by Justice Thurgood Mar
shall in Emporium Capwell Co. v. Western Addition Community Organization, 
420 U.S. 50 (1975), http://caselaw.lp.findlaw.com/scriptslgetcase.pl?court = 
us&vol = 420&invol = 50. Nevertheless, the story does not end with this court 
decision. In the building trades, organizations such as Harlem Fightback were 
de facto hiring halls for Black and Latino workers who were largely excluded by 
the building trades unions. Also, in the extremely hostile environment in many 
fire departments after litigation opened the door to workers of color, the "Vul
cans" operated as a de facto parallel union for Black workers who had no trust 
in the official union. 
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5. Vanessa Tait, Poor Workers' Unions: Rebuilding Labor from Below 
(Cambridge, Mass.: South End Press, 2005). 

6. Under an agency shop agreement, an individual need not join a union 
that represenrs the bargaining unit but neverrheless pays a fee to help cover the 
union's COSts for basic representation. 

7. The leadership scenario we describe is common under typical circum
stances. Obviously, when a union is dominated by the mob, as the Laborers 
International Union of North America and the International Longshoremen's 
Association allegedly have been at various times, its internal life and culture suf
fer even more, with a small clique using terror to retain control of the organiza
tion. Such mob domination, however, is nowhere near the norm in the union 
movement. 

8. We qualify the term apathy to describe union members here because the 
word is subject to overuse, to the point of becoming a cliche. "Apathy" is often 
really a worker's sense of disconnection from the union, which can result from 
numerous sources. 

9. One of us-Bill Fletcher, Jr.-was one of two individuals from outside the 
Mail Handlers Union brought in to help reorganize the union and develop the 
contract campaign. The other individual was Cene Bruskin, a former president 
of a school bus drivers' local lillian in Boston, who went on to work with the 
Natirmal Rainhow Coalition, tht' Food & Allied St'fvict' Traclt's (FAST) Ot'part

ment of the AFL-CIO (where he served as secretary-treasurer; FAST is now inde
pendent of the AFL-CIO), and the United Food and Commercial Workers union, 
where he directed the Smithfield (North Carolina) organizing campaign. 

10. The pattern we describe is a slight variation on a point made by Richard 
Trumka, secretary-treasurer of the AFL-CIO and former president of the United 
Mine Workers, at an informal gathering of labor activists in I990 in Cam
bridge, Massachusetts, convened by James Creen, a professor at the University 
of Massachusetts-Boston. 

7 .  ORGANIZING TO O R G A N I Z E  T H E  UNORGANIZED 

I. The information on central labor councils is based on data collected by 
Fernando Capasin as the principal investigator (researcher) for the AFL-CIO's 
Union Cities program. 

2. See the Jobs with Justice mission statement at www.jwj.org. 
3. Discussion of an organizing model appeared as early as 1989, in Andy 

Banks and Jack Met"Lgar, "Participating in Management: Union Organizing on 
a New Terrain," Labor Research Review '4 (Fall '989): 47. For more on the 
modd, see Richard Hurd, "The Failure of Organizing, the New Unity Partner
ship and the Future of the Labor Movement," Working USA, September 2004; 
also available at www.aflcio.orglaboutusiourfuture/upload/wusa_oo2I.pdf. 

4. Rick Hurd has written several pieces with us on the organizing model. 
See, for example, Bill Fletcher, Jr., and Richard Hurd, "Overcoming Obstacles 
to Transformation: Challenges on the Way to a New Unionism," in The Revival 
of the American Labor Movement? ed. Lowell Turner, Harry Katz, and Richard 
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Hurd (Ithaca, N.Y.: ILR Press/Cornell University Press, 2000); Bill Fletcher, 
Jr., and Richard Hurd, "Beyond the Organizing Model: The Transforma
tion Process in Local Unions," in Orgallizing to Will, ed. Kate Bronfenbrenner, 
Sheldon Friedman, Richard Hurd, Rudolph Oswald, and Ronald Seeber, 37-57 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: ILR Press/Cornell University Press, 1998); Bill Fletcher, Jr., and 
Richard Hurd, "Political Will, Local Union Transformation and the Organizing 
Imperative," in Which Directiol1 for Organized Labor? cd. Bruce Nissen, 
1 91-2 I 6 (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1999). 

5.  The Justice for Janitors campaign was an SEIU effort to reorganize the 
janitorial industry, much of which had been lost ro nonunion contractors in the 
1980s when the industry changed its way of operating. 

6. Trusteeship is a mechanism through which the international union can 
take over a local union for reasons sllch as malfeasance, theft, or a breakdown 
in constitutional order. 

7. Zellers had been offended during the first round of negotiations that par
ticipants had not paid more anenrion to him. Such anention was, for all practi
cal purposes, unnecessary. The goal was to determine whether the Reformistas 
were serious about trying to settle. Zellers had never indicated unwillingness to 
compromise. 

8. One of the vice-presidents of the Los Angeles County Federation of 
I .;!nnr, whn It';!lis ;! bree bllilcline tr;!cies 10(";!1, h;Js s;Jici th;Jt hI" is not interesteci 

in expanding his local because of what happened to SEIU Local 399. 
9. John P. Kotter, "Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail," 

Harvard Bltsiness Review, March I, I995. 
10. In using the term semi-anarchist. we mean a belief in spontaneity-a con

viction that the masses will rise up spontaneously and bring about progressive 
change. This view also downplayed-ironically-the need for leadership, specif
ically leadership from among the rank-and-file workers. Thus, it down played 
grassroots worker and labor education and relied on the emergence of a "great 
leader" or leaders. In an interesting twist, anarchism can sometimes go full cir
cle and promote hierarchical or patriarchal leadership. 

I I. Well before the trusteeship, a struggle had emerged between progressives 
within the local over the relationship between organizing and representation. 
The struggle was not about pursuing one over the other but about how to do 
both effectively. 

12. Local I8n president Mike Garcia, a longtime Chicano/labor activist, was 
appointed trustee. Eventually, he was put in charge of the building services section 
of Local 399. Garcia is a very progressive trade unionist and attempted to be 
inclusive in his oversight of the trusteeship. He paid special attention to the ethnic 
tensions popping up between African American and Latino leaders and staff. 

13.  Significant ethnic tensions arose within Local 399 precisely because of 
the restructuring of the janitorial industry as well as the failure-for whatever 
reason-of the Justice for Janitors campaign to determine how to approach this 
question of building a multiethnic union. Though organizing the increasingly 
Latino-dominated janitorial industry was essential, many Black workers felt 
that the union had cast them aside. Thus, a number of them resisted the atten
tion being focused upon Latino workers. 
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8 .  T H E  NEW V O I C E  COALITION TAKES OFFICE 

I. The I974 coup in Ethiopia that overthrew Emperor Haile Selassie and 
replaced him with a military junta-the Dergue-might be a better example of 
a palace coup. The government takeover was an attempt to address a crisis 
ahead of a growing mass movement that stood in opposition to the emperor. 

2. In contrast, central labor councils responded very favorably to Common 
Sense uonomics and made a point of organizing train-the-trainer programs to 
develop personnel who could run various facets of the program. Some state fed
erations of labor also embraced the program. Nevertheless, once a crainer was 
identified and prepared, deploying him or her was a major challenge. If a local 
union did not give a trainer sufficient free time to run aspects of Common Sense 
Economics, the training was for naught. 

3 .  The New Left included activists from the domestic freedom movements, 
including the Black, Chicano, Asian, Puerto Rican, and Native American move
ments; women's movement; antiwar movement; welfare rights movement; and 
student movements; as well as revitalized versions of the communist (largely 
Maoist) and Trotskyist traditions. Established organizations like the Commu
nist Party and the Socialist Workers Party also contributed cadre to the union 
movement. These leftist forces-both organizations and individuals-in the 
union movement helped build the anti racist caucus movements in the 19705 and 
prolahor democratic caucuses like the Teamsters for a Democratic Union and 
the UAW's New Directions. They were also instrumental in building progressive 
constituency groups like the Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance. 

4. Two examples are the Brazilian CUT {Central Unica dos TrabalhadoresJ 
and the Congress of South African Trade Unions. 

5. Fernando E. Gapasin, "The Los Angeles County Federation of Labor: A 
Model of Transformation or Traditional Unionism?" in Ce1ltral Labor COllndls 
and the Revival of American Unionism, ed. Immanuel Ness and Stuart Eimer, 
82-98 (Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 2001). 

6. "Locked-Out Hunger-Striker Addresses AFL-CIO Leaders at N.Y. Con
vention," News {rom the War Zone: Staley Workers' Solidarity Report (October! 
November I99SJ, 2. Pepsi was a major client of Staley'S, and many people saw 
the company as a driving force in the antiworker lockout. 

7. Jerry Tucker, "Winning the Staley Struggle," October 30, 1995.  Tucker 
ran afoul of the UAW Administrative Caucus because of his politics. He later 
sought the presidency of the UAW as the leader of the New Directions reform 
movement. Tucker was one of the chief architects of in-plant organizing, which 
calls for developing strategies and tactics workers can use to advance their 
objectives should a strike not be feasible or timely. 

8. The United Steelworkers made a commitment during 2007 to build a 
global union along with allies in Germany. The details of this plan remain 
unclear at this writing. However, it appears to be an attempt to forge a transna
tional union partnership among unions in the Global North and is worth 
watching. 

9. Miriam J. Wells, Strawberry Fields: Politics, Class, alld Work ill Califor
nia Agriwlture (Ithaca, N. Y.: Cornell University Press, 1996), 162-66. 
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10. The Chavez purges are a matter that few people wish to discuss, in part 
for fear of impugning the name and reputation of Cesar Chavez. Nevertheless, 
the purges marked a painful period in the history of the UFW. Philip Vera Cruz, 
one of the founders and early leaders of the UFW (himself a Filipino), offers 
great insight into this experience in Craig Scharlin and Lilia V. Villanueva, 
Philip Vera Cruz: A Personal History of Filipino Immigrants and the Farm
workers Movement (Los Angeles: UCLA Labor Center, Institute of Industrial 
Relations & UCLA Asian American Studies Center, 1992). 

11. Whether Bensinger's perception that he was being promoted out of the 
AFL-CIO was true would require further investigation. Nevertheless, his 
assumption was not illogical. The AFL-ClO, as well as its affiliates, commonly 
removes individuals by promoting them to meaningless positions. The stories 
about Bensinger's leaving are legendary. Sweeney's office gave incomplete infor
mation about the event, prompting speculation about what had transpired. 
Some leaders who had had their own complaints about Bensinger used this inci
dent for political reasons, taking their own shots at Sweeney. The manner in 
which Sweeney's office handled the situation was so poor that it left a bad taste 
both within the AFL-ClO staff and with many of the affiliates. 

12. Bensinger's CLC-based approach called for a multiunion, multisector 
organizing effort within a city. The Stamford, Connecticut, project became the 
b,.st-known of thes,. ,.fforts. S,.,. D:lni,.l HoS:lIlg, "All th,. Isslles in Wnrk,.fS' 

Lives: Labor Confronts Race in Stamford," NHI, June 2000, http://www.nhi 
.orglonline/issuesIIII/hosang.html. Another example of direct CLC organizing 
was the Downtown Organizing Project of the Santa Clara/San Benito Counties 
Labor Council. The labor council, led at that time by business manager Rick 
Sawyer (now international vice-president of UNITE HERE!), successfully 
organized the largest hotel in San Jose and eventually most of the restauranrs in 
the downtown area. This example predated Sweeney's Union Cities program 
and served as a model for the use of labor councils to build political power and 
organize the unorganized. 

I).  The global justice 1Il0Vemeflt, often called the "antiglobalization move
ment," comprises progressive critics of neoliberal globalization. Proponents of 
the global justice movement seek justice rather than the dominance of the inter
ests of transnational capital. 

14. For a useful critique of the AFL-CIO position and practice during the 
Seattle demonstrations, see Jeff Crosby, "Kids Are Alright," New Labor forum, 
Spring/Summer 2000, 35-4I. 

'5. For an excellent analysis of the World Trade Organization, see Lori Wal
lach and Michelle Sforza, Whose Trade Organization? Corporate Globalization 
alld the Erosioll of Democracy (Washington, D.C.: Public Citizen, 1999). 

16. The AFL-CIO conducted hearings two years later in connection with 
immigrant rights and discrimination. 

17. The results of the conference were overshadowed by the September 11 ,  
2001, terrorist attacks. 

18.  In the late 1980s, the largest hotel in San Jose, California, was organized 
by the Santa Clara County Labor Council's Organizing Committee. 
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1 9 .  Fernando Gapasin and Howard Wial, "The Role of Central Labor 
Councils in Union Organizing in the 1 990S," in Organizing to Win: New 
Research on Unioll Strategies, ed. Kate Bronfenbrenner, Sheldon Friedman, 
Richard W. Hurd, and Rudolph A. Oswald, 54-67 (Ithaca, N. Y: ILR Pressl 
Cornell University Press, 1998). 

9. DEVELOPING STRATEGY IN TIMES O F  CHANGE 

1. UNITE was particularly active in the South and Southwest. Formerly the 
textile workers union, UNITE merged with the Hotel Employees and Restau
rant Employees International Union (HERE) in 2004 to form UNITE HERE! 
The union, which resulted from the merger of the Amalgamated Clothing and 
Textile Workers and the International Ladies Garment Workers Union, was 
known as the Union of Needle Trades, Industrial and Textile Employees. Later 
the union took the acronym UNITE as its official name. 

2. The AFL-CIO supported twO efforts at poultry-worker organizing. 
Richard Bensinger was particularly interested in expanding the poultry organiz
ing. The United Food and Commercial Workers discussed a campaign in 1997 
and 1998, but little came of the discussions. UNITE conducted some public
seCfar organizing, and SEIU conducted public-sector organizing in Georgia and 
:I multillnion c:lm[l:lien in N/"w Orl/":lns. 

3. A similar problem emerged some years earlier with the Los Angeles Manu
facruring Action Project (LAMAP). The talk of the fawn during the 1995 AFL
CIO Convention, LAMAP was largely the brainchild of labor activist Peter Olney. 
The notion was to launch a multiunion effort to organize Los Angeles manufactur
ing. Though several unions committed to preliminary research, only the Teamsters 
under Ron Carey were willing to step forward and make a major commitment. 
Bensinger, representing the AFL-CIO at the time, took the position that the AFL
CIO could not advance funds if the affiliates were noncommittal. Olney insisted 
that if the AFL-CIO were to show its support for this project, the affiliates would 
likely step forward. Affiliates offered a host of excuses for not joining this project, 
and it eventually cotlapsed. On LAMAP, see Tom Gallagher, "'Labor Report: 
Everybody Loved It, But . . .  ," www.zmag.orglzmaglartideslnov98gallagher.htm. 

4. The AFL-CrO designed a separate program for state federations
called Workers Voice-but this effort did not receive the same level of attention 
that Union Cities did. This lukewarm suppOrt was a source of tension because 
many state federations felt that the national AFL-CIO was going through the 
motions of interacting with them and that its real interest was in the central 
labor councils. 

5. The presidents' paper was circulated but not published. The paper was 
highly controversial and received considerable attention at the AFL-CrO Con
vention. See www.d.umn.edu/-epeters5/MAPL5 I 1 115 I I I %20Artides/1 2-9-04 
%20CLC%20advisorY%20cOimnittee%20proposal.htm. 

6. For more examples and detail on CLC renewal, see Immanuel Ness and Sw
art Eimer, eds., Central Labor COllncils and the Revival of American Unionism: 
Organizing for Jllstice in Ollr Commllllities (Armonk, N. Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 2001 ). 
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7. The New Alliance project had no relationship to the political party of the 
same name, which is now defunct. On the New Alliance, see Immanuel Ness, 
"From Dormancy to Activism: New Voice and the Revival of Labor Councils," 
in Ness and Eimer, Central Labor Cotlltcils, 24-32. 

8. See the compelling analysis by International Brotherhood of Electrical 
Workers member and Cornell University professor Jeff Grabelsky in "A New 
Alliance in New York State: A Progress Report on the Labor Movement's 
Restructuring, Capacity Building and Programmatic Work," Working USA, 
March 2007. 

9. Bennett Harrison, Lean and Mean: The Changing Landscape of Corporate 
Power in the Age of Flexibility (New York: Basic Books, 1994). Harrison died at 
the age of fifty-six in 1999, marking a great loss to the progressive movement. 

10. Robert J. Thomas, What Machines Can't Do: Politics and Technology ;n 
the Industrial Enterprise (Berkeley: University of California Press, '994), '78-84, 

1 I. Debate has flourished since the early '990S about the potential "end of 
work." Stanley Aronowitz, Jeremy Rifkin, and others have separately suggested 
that the introduction of new technologies signals the end of work as we know 
it. For an interesting collection of essays suggesting this proposition, see Jim 
Davis, Thomas A. HirschI, and Michael Stack, eds., Cutting Edge: Tech,wlogy, 
Information Capitalism and Social Revolution (London: Verso, 1997). Though 
we helieve th;Jt this thesis h;Js much tn nffer, we £In not Sllhscrihe tn the semi

apocalyptic vision that sometimes accompanies it. 
12. Steven C. Pins, "Organize . . .  to Improve the Quality of Jobs in the Black 

Community: A Report on Jobs and Activism in the African American Commu
nity" (Berkeley: University of California Center for Labor Research and Educa
tion, Ma y 2004). 

13. The strucrurally unemployed, including informal workers such as street
corner vendors, make up an unregulated and untaxed sector of the economy. 

14. Janny ScOtt, "Nearly Half of Black Men Found Jobless," New York 
Times, February 28, 2004. 

'5. See, for example, Gabor Steingart, "How Globalization Drives Down 
Western Wages," S/J iegel Online, October 16, 2006, www.spiege1.de/internationaV 
O,1518,436976,oo.html. 

16. The problem was not one-sided. In organizing for a major meeting of 
community-based groups that were organizing the poor, the AFL-CIO received 
repeated inquiries about whether it would hand Out financial suppOrt to orga
nizations that agreed to participate. 

10. G L O BALIZATION 

1. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri introduced the notion of globalization 
and empire into the mainstream in Em/J ire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer
sity Press, 2000). An alternative and more nuanced left-wing version of the concept 
of empire appears in the writings of A. Sivanadan, editor of the respected British 
journal Race & Class. In a special issue in '998 entitled "The Threat of Global
ism," Sivanadan makes a distinction between globalization and globalism, with his 
definition of the former coming closest to the second definition we cite and his de f-
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inition of the latter being similar to our third definition. The notion of globaliza
tion as an epochal shift is also explicit in Roger Burbach and William Robinson, 
"The Fin De Siecle Debate: Globalization as Epochal Shift," Sciellce & Society 63, 
no. I (Spring 1999): 10-69, www.globalpolicy.orglglobalizldefine/findesie.htm. 
The definition we offer as version 3 is most consistent with our views. 

2. Neoliberalism is the preferred form for the global reorganization of cap
ital in that it strengthens the hand of capital in relation to other social forces, 
especially in relation to the working class. Nonetheless, some within the ruling 
circles disagree about how effective this form will be and whether the price will 
be too high, even for capital. 

3. Ellen M. Wood, The Origin of Capitalism (London: Verso, 2002). 
4. Protectionism is a popular strategy for fighting globalization among seg

ments of the trade union leadership as well as among right-wing populists. It 
generally ignores the actual role the United States has played internationally, 
including the role of U.S.-based corporations. It also fails to take into account 
the need for economic development in the Global South. Protectionism lets cap
ital off the hook. What is desperately needed is a progressive approach to rein
ing in capital and pursuing economic development approaches in the Global 
North that are sustainable, environmentally friendly, and pro-people. 

5. An excellent 1988 inrerview with Harrison reads as a timely piece on 
glnhalizMinn and strategy. St-e "Fighting Capital Flight: An Interview with Ren

nett !-larrison," Multinational Monitor, September 1988, http://multinational 
man i tor.orglh yper/iss ues! 1 9 8 8/09/m m09 8 8_05 . html. 

6. Jefferson Cowie offers a fascinating expose of capiml mobility in an exam
ination of the U.S. corporation RCA. This example shows the impact of the class 
struggle on a corporation's growth and movement. At no point did RCA workers, 
whether unionized or not, develop a coherent strategy to address capital mobility 
and its impact on the workforce and community. See Jefferson Cowie, Capital 
Moves: RCAs 70-Year Quest for Cheap Labor (New York: New Press, 1999). 

7. An organizing director of a non-service-sector lillian told Bill F1etcher, Jr., 
that organizing the sector represented by his union was impossible. He offered 
this explanation for abandoning organizing in this sector and looking to the 
public and service sectors for organizing prospects. 

8. See, for instance, Zaragosa Vargas, Labor Rights Are Civil Rights: Mex
ican American Workers in Twentieth-Century America (Princeton, N.).: Prince
ton University Press, 2005). Vargas discusses employers' use of migrant workers 
to undermine organizing efforts among Latinos and others in the Southwest 
from the '920S through the '950s. 

9. For example, see Robert J. Thomas, What Machines Call't Do; Politics 
and Technology in the Industrial Enterprise (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, I994)' 

'0. Thatcher made this comment in a talk to Women's Own magazine on 
October p, 1987. 

II. Aime Cesaire, Discourse on Colonialism (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 2000), 35-36. 

12. A great deal of debate has centered on the nature of the neoliberal state. 
The attack on basic democratic rights and civil liberties has led many people to 
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believe that the United States is on the verge of becoming a fascist state. Draw
ing from the theoretician Nicos Poulantzas, we take issue with that specific 
characterization while agreeing with the concern behind it. Various forms of 
authoritarian capitalist states exist. Fascism is only one variety, normally asso
ciated with a mass and radical social movement that seeks to eliminate capital
ist democracy. It is a form of righHving populism that eventually aligns itself 
with a section of capital in an effort to change the terms of the power bloc that 
leads the capitalist society. We think that the situation in the United States and 
in the Global North as a whole differs from this scenario. See Nicos Poulantzas, 
Fascism and Dictatorship (London: Verso, 1979). 

13. Two interesting articles in the November 2006 issue of Monthly Review, 
though they focus on the changes introduced under George W. Bush, offer use
ful perspectives on the evolution of the capitalist state: Michael Tigar, "The 
Twilight of Personal liberty: Introduction to 'A Permanent State of Emer
gency' ''; and Jean-Claude Paye, "A Permanent State of Emergency." Both writ
ers call attention to the use of the so-called war against terrorism to alter the 
existing U.S. capitalist state. 

T 4. Specifically, the so-called Kentucky River decisions move toward reclassify
ing any worker who has a modicum of responsibility as a supervisor and is there
fore ineligible for unionization. See the lead case: Oakwood Healtheare, Inc., Case 
7-RC-L2 T 1 T ,  Sepremhef 1-9, 2flflh, www.bwmemn.(:om/nlrh/nakwnod.hrm. 

1 5 . ln other words, the transnational capitalist class is not at war-literally 
or figuratively-with the nation-state as such. Rather it uses the nation-state to 
advance its objectives. No analogous situation existed to that of the period of 
the U.S. Civil War, fOf instance, where a segment of the national capitalist class 
sought to build one national market and system of control in opposition to 
those in the South attempting to advance a different vision and economic and 
social StruCture. If a battle exists, it is more about how global capitalism should 
be led and who should lead it. 

16. The Group of 8 comprises the eight strongest economies. Originally the 
Group of 7, or G-7, the group became G-8 with the inclusion of the Russian 
Federation. 

17. U.S. foreign policy has always favored the use of international institu
tions when it is to the benefit of the United States. Particularly after World War 
II, segments of the ruling circles-specifically those advocating the "nationalist" 
position-made clear that they wanted no constraints on the nation's actions on 
the foreign stage. This battle between the "nationalists" and the "multilateral
ists" has gone on, in one form or another, since the beginning of the Cold War. 
The multilateralists do not want to see constraints on U.S. foreign policy, but 
they are keenly aware of and concerned about the nation's long-term relation
ships with irs key allies. 

T 8. See the website for the Project for a New American Century, specifically 
the organization's statement of principles; www.newamericancentury.org! 
statementofprinciples.htm. 

19. See the September 2002 National Security Strategy Doctrine, www.white 
house.gov/nsc/nss. pdf. 
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1 1 .  C O U LD'A, WOULD'A, SHOULD'A 

I. Fernando Gapasin and Howard Wial, "The Role of Central L..,bor Coun
cils in  Union Organizing in the 1990S," in Orgallizi,tg to Win: New Research on 
Ul1ioll Strategies, cd. Kate Bronfenbrenner, Sheldon Friedman, Richard W. 
Hurd, and Rudolph A. Oswald, 54-68 (Ithaca, N.V,: ILR Press/Cornell Univer
sity Press, 1998). 

2. Some of the best labor councils are examined in Immanuel Ness and Stu
art Eimer, eds., Central Labor Councils and the Revival of American Unionism: 
Organizing for Justice ill Ollr Commullities (Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 
2001). 

3. Fernando E. Gapasin, "The Los Angeles County Federation of Labor: A 
Model of Transformation or Traditional Unionism?" in Ness and Eimer, Cen
tral Labor COll/lcils, 81. 

4. Ibid., 80. 
5. This section covers some material also covered in ibid., 79-IOI. 
6. Ibid., 83.  
7.  Fernando Gapasin, "The Los Angeles County Federation of Labor and 

UCLA Labor Center: Putting Organizing on the eLC Agenda," in \Vorking 
Together to Revitalize Labor in Glir Communities: Case Studies of Labor Edu
cation-Cl'fItral Labor Body Collaboration, ed. Jill Kriesky, 85-90 (Orono: Uni
versity and College Labor Education Association, University of Maine, 1998); 
Gapasin, "A Model of Transformation," 82-98; and Nelson Lichtenstein, State 
of the U"ion: A Century of AmeriCalt Labor (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univer
sity Press, 2002), 262-69. 

8. Ludlow stepped down in 2006 because of allegations of electoral impro
prieties. His departure was a loss to the movement given his strong progressive 
reputation. 

9. Narro made this comment in a personal communication with Fernando 
Gapasin in 1998. 

10. In Cincinnati, in the same period, the union addressed the question of 
immigrant rights in a different way. There, the labor council celebrated an 
Immigration and Naturalization Service raid on nonunion immigrant workers, 
to the chagrin and dismay of the "Union Summer" interns. 

I I. Dan Clawson, The Next Upsurge: Labor and the New Social Movemel1ts 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: ILR Press/Cornell University Press, 2003). 

12. David Harvey, The Limits of Capital (London: Verso, 1982). 
13. We recognize that some authors on the left challenge the view that glob

alization has progressed to the degree we suggest. For example, see Kim Moody, 
Workers in a Lean World (London: Verso, 1997); and Ellen Meiksins Wood, 
Peter Meiksins, and Michael D. Yates, Rising from the Ashes? Labor in the Age 
of Global Capitalism (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1998). They claim 
that foreign direct investment is relatively small in scope and limited mainly to 
other developed countries. However, limiting the discussion to direct investment 
misses the boat. The bulk of globalization is occurring through arm's-length 
transactions: contracting and licensing. A good proportion of the billions of 
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dollars' worth of products that flow into the United States each month are a 
product neither of foreign direct investment nor of independent exporters in 
other countries; instead, they result from u.S. corporations' efforts to arrange 
production offshore. 

14. In other words, transnationals can control the production and consump
tion of resources and the dissemination of resources. Edna Bonacich and Jake B.  
Wilson conduct an in-depth exploration of these and related issues in Gettillg 
the Goods: Ports. Labor, and the Logistics Revoilltion (Ithaca, N. Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 2007). 

1 5 .  An irony not lost on Peter Olney, LAMAP founder and current organiz
ing director of the International Longshore and Warehouse Union, was the fact 
that LAMAP was the talk of the town at the October 1995 AFL-CIO Conven
tion, popular with both slates of nominees. The expectation was that whoever 
won the AFL-CIO election would throw resources into this project. Circum
stances did not work out that way. Unfortunately, because of several affiliates' 
unprincipled objections to supporring LAMAP, the new leadership offered 
disingenuous reasons why the project could not go forward. 

16. One exception has been the UNITE for Dignity effort in southern 
Florida, initially a joint effort of UNITE and SEIU. This campaign was able to 
create organizing opportunities by taking a cross-sector geographic approach to 
nrg;Jnizing m;Jinly H;Jiti;Jn workers. 

17. The Los Angeles Labor/Community Strategy Center and the Bus 
Riders Union offer excellent examples of how to organize and mobilize 
workers across Los Angeles-in this case, around the community issue of 
mass public transportation-while integrating antiracist and anti-imperialist 
politics. 

18. The discussion of LAMAP and sector organizing draws from Fernando 
Gapasin and Edna Bonacich, "The Strategic Challenge of Organizing Manufac
turing Workers in the GlobaVFlexible Capitalism," in Ullions ill a Globalized 
Ellvironment: Changing Borders, Organizational Boundaries, and Social Roles, 
ed. Bruce Nissen, 163-88 (Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 2002). 

19. Riley turned to other unions and organizations, but they largely ignored 
him or put him off. 

20. Indeed, see the recently published book on the case by Suzan Erem and 
E. Paul Durrenberger, On the Global Waterfront: The Fight to Free the 
Charleston 5 (New York: Momhly Review Press, 2008). 

21. An important legal and tactical question arose during the campaign. The 
defense committee had prepared for actions on the first day of the trial, but 
some supporters wanted to go for a national, if not international, stay-away 
from work in the longshore industry. If they had proceeded, they could have 
stopped or significantly slowed commerce for a day. Some participants in the 
campaign were worried that the government might bring charges under the 
Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act if they took such an 
action. The national defense campaign never called for such an action, but this 
question was never resolved. Also of interest is the fact that the police con
ducted surveillance of the national defense campaign. 
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12. INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS, G L O BALIZATI O N ,  A N D  9/11 

I. Ar rhe 2000 AFL-CIO Convenrion, rhe ICFTU showed a video documen
tary of its history that offered a montage of images from the beginning of the 
Cold War to the present. The video had no narration, but the images brought 
home the contradiction between the anticommunism of the 1940s, when the 
ICl-/U originated, and the incorporation of Left-led national labor cenrers inro 
the ICFTU in the 1990s. 

2. Remarks by AFL-CIO president John J. Sweeney, ICFTU convention, 
April 4, 2000. 

3. A concise summary of the Washington Consensus appears in the October 
2007 issue of Monthly Review, in which it is defined as "a set of policies 
agreed upon by the U.S. Treasury, the IMF and World Bank that requires 
necessitous third-world borrowers to open their economies to foreign invest
ment, curb inflation, cut back public expenditures, deregulate, and privatize. 
Imposed on third-world countries as in their alleged interest, they [the 
policies} dose out alternative development options like giving first priority 
to serving human needs at home and, by a remarkable coincidence, seem to 
lavish benefits on foreign transnational corporations in the United States 
and elsewhere. "  Edward S. Herman and David Peterson, "The Dismantling 
of Yugoslavia: A Study i n  lnhumanitarian Intervention (and a Western Liberal
Left Intellectual and Moral Collapse)," MOl1thly Review 59, no. 5 (October 
2007): 60. 

4- The AFL-CIO Executive Council issued an official statement on the 91II 
attacks on November 8, 2001 .  See www.newecon.orglaflcioresolutionl 1 80 I 

.htm!. The statement attempts to mix a condemnation of the terrorist attacks 
with a call for national defense and an appeal to the president and Congress to 
address the worsening situation for workers. While supporting a military 
response to the terrorist attacks (rather than the covert action or criminal justice 
approaches called for by many experts in terrorism), the statement attempts to 
warn against anti-Arab and anti-Muslim prejudices, as well as advocate develop
ment of a global justice agenda. 

5. See www.aflcio.orglaboutuslthisistheaflcio!con ventionl200 5/res_5 3 .cfm. 
6. For an article on the convention resolution and the work of U.S. Labor 

Against the War, see www.uslaboragainstwar.orglarticle.php?id = 8626. 
7. However, two proposals related to U.S. foreign policy were quietly circu

lated within the AFL-CIO. One suggested that representatives of the Israeli 
labor federation, the Histadrut, and the Palestine General Federation of Trade 
Unions be invited to participate in an AFL-C10 Executive Council discussion of 
the Israeli/Palestinian conflict to enable the council to gain a better understand
ing of the conflict. (For more on Hismdrut, see www.histadrut.org.illserve/ 
UnionlFolder_Template.asp?Folder_ID = 9999&lmgOn = 6&Curr_Folder = 

233&inverse = 2&proj = &num = ; on the Palestinian federation, see www 
.pgftu.orgl.) The second proposal suggested inviting leaders of several key 
narional labor centers from the Global South to attend an Executive Council 
meeting to describe perceptions of the United States in the Global South. One 
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national labor center unofficially expressed interest in participating in such a 
discussion. However, both proposals went nowhere. 

8. The leaders envisioned a form of international tripartism, for lack of a 
better term, that would engage labor, government, and business. 

13. RESTLESSNESS I N  T H E  RANKS 

1.  Shea went to the AFL-CIO to work with Donahue, who had been a dose 
ally of Sweeney's before 199 S. When Donahue took over after Kirkland's resig
nation, Shea became chief of staff of the AFL-CIO and, in effect, the person run
ning Donahue's campaign for president of the AFL-CIO. 

2. The protocol of the union movement frowns on recruiting individuals 
away from the union in which they are employed without the express permission 
of the principal officer of that llilion. This taboo does not apply to competing 
unions. Rather, an international or national union should not recruit someone 
from one of its locals, nor should the AFL-CiO recruit from its affiliates without 
permission. To ignore this protocol is an insult-and sometimes more. 

3. Core jllrisdiction is the core or traditional membership sector of one's orga
nization. Thus, the core jurisdiction of the American Federation of State, County, 
and Municipal Employees is public-sector workers rather than autoworkers. 

4. The complaims ranged from criticism of specific departmems to criticism of 
individuals. Affiliates grew tired of staff presentations to the AFL-CIO Executive 
Council, for example, so much so that in the presplit debate, the American Feder
ation of Teachers openly suggested that the council needed fewer presentations and 
more genuine discussion. Some affiliate presidents charged that AFL-CIO sta ff 
members were telling them what to do rather than working alongside them. 

s. Sweeney's close relationship with former Teamster president Ron Carey 
was open. In the scandal that brought down Carey, allegations emerged that 
union leaders from other affiliates, as well as AFL-cro secretary-treasurer 
Richard Trumka, had meddled in the internal affairs of the Teamsters. Though 
Trumka was never indicted and no evidence of his involvement surfaced, the 
new Teamsters leadership under James Hoffa, Jr., let its view be known that the 
national AFL-CIO had been involved in Teamster internal affairs. The Hoffa 
administration kept its distance from the AFL-CIO and made its skepticism of 
the Sweeney administration apparent. 

6. The New Unity Partnership was the first public bloc of unions to chal
lenge Sweeney, but it did so somewhat indirectly. 

7. Class collaboration ism is a view and practice built on the idea that 
unions and capitalists do not have contradictory interests and should thus even
tually submerge differences and jointly pursue their interests. Gompers was the 
quintessential class collaborationist in that, though he believed that workers 
need unions and unions should strike hostile employers, he was convinced that 
the long-term interests of unions lay in getting along with capital and ignoring 
the reality of class struggle. 

8. A "Left project,» as we see it, would embrace the idea of a radical chal
lenge to capitalism and seek to transform the current system and eventually 
eliminate oppressions. 
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9. SEIU had the most clearly articulated views on what the union movement 
needed/needs to do. Other unions associated with either the New Unity Partner
ship or, later, Change to Win tended to align themselves with these views or 
remain silenr about differences. In some cases, as in janice Fine's interview in 
the Nation with key people in the union movement, leaders within Change to 
Win have ignored obvious differences within the coalition. 

10. The Change to Win Federation does not use the term solidarity. We 
understand that the organization based this decision on the results of focus 
groups by at least one affiliate, which revealed that U.S. workers do not under
stand the word solidarity but do understand the word unity. Thus, Change to 
Win has expunged the word solidarity from its lexicon. We will speak to this 
question later, but we hold that the choice is not just a semantic one. 

14. CHANGE TO W I N  

J .  For Vavi's remarks o n  September 2.7, 2004, see www.cosatu.org.za/ 
speeches/2.004/zV2.00409 2. 7 .htm. 

2. The literature on this question of mergers, particularly on the Australian 
experience, has been in circulation for some years, which makes one wonder why 
no one presented it during the AFL-CIO debate. See, for example, Gerard Griffin, 
"Union Mergers in Australia: Top-Down Strategic Restructuring," in Working 
Pall er No. 80, National Key Centre in Industrial Relations, Monash University, 
Melbourne, April 2002; Bernard Ebbinghaus, "Ever Larger Unions: Organizational 
Restructuring and Its Impact on Union Confederations," Industrial Relations jour
nal H, no. 5 (2003); Magnus Sverke, Gary N. Chaison, and Anders Sjoberg, "Do 
Union Mergers Affect the Members? Short- and Long-Term Effects on Attitudes 
and Behavior," Ecollomic and Industrial Democracy 25, no. 1 (2004). For more on 
the attack on Australian labor, see an October 2005 radio interview with Australian 
Labor Party leader Kim Beazley, www.alp.org.aulmediaiJooslrilooJ20.php. 

3 .  Consider, for example, the debacle of the Southern California grocery 
workers' strike of 2004. 

4. Edna Bonacich and Fernando Gapasin have written on these power 
dynamics in "The Strategic Chal lenge of Organizing Manufacturing Workers in 
the GloballFlexible Capital ism," in Unions in a Globalized Environment: Chang
ing Borders, Organizational Bottndaries, and Social Roles, ed. Bruce Nissen, 
J 63-88 (Armonk, N. Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 2002). Bonacich also discusses the topic in 
her forthcoming book with Jake B. Wilson, Getting the Goods: Ports, Labor, and 
the Logistics Revolution (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2008). 

5. janice Fine, "Debating Labor's Future," Nation, August I, 2005. 
6. In an important article, labor activists and theoreticians Mark Erlich and 

jeff Grabelsky examine the building trades industry and the problems facing the 
union movement in that sector. They point out that the nonunion sector has 
less "craft" identification than the union sector does, thus raising intriguing ques
tions about forms of organization and approaches toward organizing. For such 
reasons, we believe that unions must embrace flexibility and experimentation in 
forms of organizing and organization. See "Standing at a Crossroads: The Build
ing Trades in the Twenty-first Century," Labor History, November 2005. 
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7. This latter point is based on the quite reasonable conclusion that many 
global union federations are creatures of another era-in some cases co-opted 
by Cold War trade unionism-and have become inefficient bureaucracies. In 
practical terms, however, one must distinguish between the current leaderships 
of these global union federations and the institutions themselves. 

8. A Wobbly was a member of the Industrial Workers of the World. 
9. Paul Buhle, Taking Care of Business: Samuel Campers, Ceorge Meally, 

Lane Kirkland and the Tragedy of American Labor (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1999), 77. 

10. Though this line of thought may seem fanciful, when one views the 
domestic consolidation of several CIW unions and the elimination of practical 
local autonomy and democratic control, one must ask whether such a vision has 
international implications. 

I I .  Kent Wong, "Interview with John Wilhelm," New Labor Forum (Spring 
2005): 82-83. 

12. Colin Powell is Cut from a similar cloth, though his position on unions is 
unclear. Nevertheless, Powell has taken pro-choice and pro-affirmative action 
stands, and his positions have had no resonance in the Republican Party. 

1 3 .  Before the convention, the AFL-CIO had been paralyzed and unable to 
take a stand on the war. During the 2004 elections, the leadership even told 
!Ill ion c:llllp:lienl"rs llot tn t:lkt' st:lnds elll fort'ien policy for ft':lr of bl"ine divisivt". 

14. See the discussion on a possible alternative strategy in Danny Glover and 
Bill Fletcher, Jr., " Visualizing a Neo-Rainbow," Natioll, February 14, 2005. A 
longer version of the same article is "The Case for a Neo-Rainbow Electoral 
Strategy," Souls 7, no. 2 (Spring 2005): 5 1-62. 

1 5 .  Both of us have known Andy Stern for well over a decade and at various 
points have been close to him. We are among those who have been both sur
prised and unsettled by his ideological and political trajectory. 

16. Jay Whitehead, "Is Outsourcing the New Union Movement?" HRO 
Today, April 2005. 

17. Economic determinism is the philosophical view of the inevitability of 
certain economic processes over which humans can have little or no influence. 
It is a form of fatalism and assumes that the economy has its own laws, which 
are rarely, if ever, subject to human intervention. 

18.  Andrew Stern, "Union Split," interview by Ron Insana, Street Signs, 
CNBC, August I,  2005. 

19. Roberta Wood, "Change to Win Holds Founding Convention," Septem
ber 29, 2005, www.pww.org!article/artideprintl7801/. 

20. Andrew Stern, interview by Lesley Stahl, 60 Minlltes, CBS, May 14, 
2006, www.cbsnews.com/stories/20061051I 2/6ominutesimainI 6 I 44 5 I .shrm!. 

1.5. ANGER, COMPROMISE, A N D  T H E  PARALYSIS 

OF T H E  SWEENEY COALITION 

1.  "Sweeney response" is a shorthand way of describing the point of view 
of the AFL-CIO leadership and those aligned with it. The term does not, how-
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ever, speak to or assume a consistency of views among the forces who opposed, 
and still oppose, the Change to Win coalition. 

2. SEIU presidenr Andy Stern issued twO controversial statemenrs. The first 
said, in effect, that a loss by presidenrial candidate john Kerry might not be ter
rible because it could trigger the SOrt of crisis necessary to transform the Demo
cratic Party. This-supposedly-off-the-record comment created a stir in both 
parties' campaign circles as well as within organized labor. Stern later backed 
away from the statement, claiming that people had misunderstood his com
ments, which were nothing more than musings. The second break in the cease
fire was Stern's speech at the june 2004 SEIU convenrion, in which he declared 
that if the AFL-CIO did not change, SEIU would consider leaving the federa
tion: "It is time and it is so long overdue that we join with our union allies and 
either transform the AFL-CIO-or build something stronger that can really 
change workers' lives" (speech delivered june 21, 2004, in San Francisco, 
www.labornet.orglnews!o604/stern.htm ). 

3. w/inning for Working Families: Recommendations from the Officers o( 
the AFL-CIO for Uniting and Strengthening the Union Movement, April 2005, 
3, www.workinglife.orglfilebin/fol/winnin� WorkingJamilies.pdf. 

4. Some people argue that local debates did transpire, particularly under the 
sponsorship of central labor councils. This statement is both true and not so 
trl1l". Yes, ct'rt;Jin grrm[lS nrty"1ni7.eci cit'h;Jtes, hilt no nnt' hrrmeht this iss]]t' tn the 

members in a way that promoted genuine discussion-one relevant to the lives 
of the members. Certain positions on both sides did change as a result of the 
debate, but the core positions did not change. This tendency to hold fast to the 
fundamentals makes sense, in a perverse way, if the aim of the CTW process 
was to force Sweeney to step down so that a new group could step in and 
change the structure of the AFL-CIO. However, as we have said, at least some 
parties in this struggle had no intention of seeking a resolution because they 
favored a split, seeing it as the best course for the union movement. 

5. SEIU and UNITE HERE! were and are two of the most active unions in 
organizing initiatives, a fact not lost on sections of the media. 

6. Winning (or Working Families. 2. 
7. Though CTW forces were irritated by the notion that their ideas didn't 

differ much from those of the Sweeney team, independent commentators tended 
to draw this conclusion. 

S. Winning (or Working Pamilies, IS-26. 

16. LEFT B E H I N D  

I.  The strategy of the United Food and Commercial Workers was similar to 
the approach the UAW has historically taken: identifying one company as the 
lead company for negotiations and then using that company to set a pattern. 

2. The Elected Leader Task Force was a group of leaders that formed dur
ing the period {)f the Organizing Institute but continued into the Sweeney era 
and Bensinger's tenure as organizing director for the AFL-CIO. The task force 
brought together pro-organizing union leaders, largely from local unions but 
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also from the national and international unions, to explore solutions to the 
issues facing their unions. This approach was innovative and certainly built a 
bond among its participants. 

3 .  The tensions between the two unions played out well after CIW split 
from the AFL-CIO, ironically, when SEIU president Andy Stern, to the surprise 
of most obsetvers, embraced Wal-Mart as a partner in the fight for universal 
health care. 

4. Constituency Groups were organizations that received support from the 
AFL-CIO. They included union members such as the A. Philip Randolph Insti
tute, the Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance, the Coalition of Black Trade 
Unionists, the Coalition of Labor Union Women, the Labor Council for Latin 
American Advancement, and Pride At Work. 

s. In fact, at a very late point in the process, Sweeney invited several foreign 
labor leaders to an Executive Council meeting. However, he reportedly had to 
cancel the invitations when at least two CTW leaders objected and suggested 
that the presence of foreign labor leaders would interfere with the time neces
sary for council members to talk with one another. 

6. Longtime labor activist Harry Kelber made such a proposal. 
7. At the May 2005 convention of the Coalition of Black Trade Unionists, 

the organization's leadership did not want the convemion to go on record 
;J�;Jillst ;J split. I ,e;Jders nf the Asi;J1l P;Jcific Americ;J1l 1.;Jhnr Alli;Jllce were ;Jlsn 

reluctant to go on record against a split. In both cases, leaders were clearly 
aware of the potential damage of a split. However, they also didn't wam to 
appear to be taking a side in the debate. 

8. See Philip S. Foner's discussion of the emergence of Black union leader
ship in Organized Labor and the Black Worker, 16 '9-1973 (New York: 
Praeger, I974), 23I-32. 

9. The legendary A. Philip Randolph, leader of the Brotherhood of Sleeping 
Car Porters, had to fight against marginalization in the African American move
ment. See the discussion of this struggle in William Harris, Keeping the Faith: A. 
Philip Randolph, Milton P. Webster and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car 
Porters (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, '977). 

17. T H E  NEED FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE U N I O N I S M  

I .  Several interesting experiments have taken place in labor-community 
work, including that of the Packinghouse Workers, which deployed its staff and 
members to build community-based organizations. Many consider the work of 
Saul Alinsky and the Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council to be the seminal 
work in linking labor and community. Though this work deideologized radical 
activity and substituted apparently neutral politics, it was nevertheless critically 
important in taking on entrenched forces in Chicago. Efforts to create links 
between a union and its community have also taken place in St. Louis. For an 
interesting look at the efforts by a St. Louis local of the Teamsters to implement 
a community-organizing approach, see R. Bussel, '''A Trade Union-Oriented 
War on the Slums'; Harold Gibbons, Ernest Calloway and the St. Louis Team
sters in the 1960s," Labor History 44, no. I (February 2003). Looking at this 
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question from a different vantage point, however, one can identify the 1968 
Memphis sanitation workers' strike or the 1969 Charleston, South Carolina, 
hospital strike as quintessential examples of a labor-community alliance. 

2. Community IInionism is an ambiguous term-no criticism is implied
that covers a variety of ways in which unions engage with the community and 
community-based organizations. See, for example, Amanda Tattersall, "Union
Community Coalitions and Community Unionism: Developing a Framework 
for the Role of Union-Community Relationships in Union Renewal," www.crimt 
.orgheSite_renouveau/SamedU)DFrrattersall.pdf. See also Andy Banks, "The 
Power and Promise of Community Unionism," Labor Research Review 18 
(1992): 17-}2. This term can refer to either the intensity and scope of interac
tion with the community or the manner in which a union involves its members 
in the work and struggles of a community. 

3.  This group evolved into an independent organization and eventually 
changed its name to Neighborhood Assistance Corporation of America. See 
www.naca.com/index_fla sh. pb I. 

4. Interestingly, Local 26 of HERE was unable to translate its significant SllC
cess in contract campaigns into success in new organizing. When Bozzotto had a 
falling-out with the Massachusetts AFL-ClO, and later with many progressives 
in the greater Boston area, his influence declined and so did that of the local. 

5. The camp:lien has some commllnity advisors, hilt this arr:lneement is not 

the same as building a coalition or bloc. 
6. The San Francisco Central Labor Council continues to use the Labor! 

Neighbor approach. 
7. We recommend Jennifer Gordon's instructive analysis in Suburban Sweat

shops: The Fight fOT Immigrant Rights (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 2005), which addresses some of these questions. Though Gordon focuses 
particularly on the workers' centers and the immigrant-rights movement, she 
offers some lessons that have broader implications and are relevant to our thesis. 

8. Jeremy Rifkin and Randy Barber, The North Shall Rise Again: PeflSion, 
Politics and Power ill the '980s (Boston: Beacon Press, 1978). 

9. During the 1980s, Massachusetts conducted an interesting experiment 
under Governor Michael Dukakis called the Cooperative Regional Industrial 
Laboratory. This ptoject, under the oversight of the state's secretary of labor, was 
something of a social democratic experiment in regional economic planning. 
State leaders never expanded the experiment statewide, though some activists in 
Boston's Black community contemplated using a version of the model fat eco
nomic development in Boston. A variant of this approach appeared in the Dud
ley Street Neighborhood Initiative in Boston, which focused un community 
renewal. The achievements of the initiative were substantial (see www.dsni.org). 

10. See Danny Glover and Bill Fletcher, Jr., "Visualizing a Neo-Rainbow," 
Natioll, February [4. 2005. 

II. Even in their most advanced conceptions, union political organizations 
are constituted by and for union members. In some cases, participants may be 
members of a specific union; in other cases, they may be members of different 
unions, coming from central labur councils, for example. We do not suggest 
doing away with these organizations. We simply point alit their structural and 
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political limitations, particularly the difficulties they pose in establishing a 
social-political bloc. 

One interesting AFLCIO project, Working America (www.workingamerica 
.org), seeks to combine a national-level project modeled on the Labor! 
Neighbor program with an associate member program (pioneered in creative 
fashion by the CWA more than a decade ago). Led by Karen Nussbaum, former 
AFL-CIO director of the Working Women's Department and well-known as the 
founder of 9-to-5 (the organization of women office workers), Working America 
is an attempt to organize nonunion workers apart from a specific workplace. Ln 
some respects, it mirrors the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP). 
The project aims to reach workers who, for any number of reasons, are not in a 
union but wish to be part of the union movement. Some unions, such as SEIU, 
have union-specific programs along these lines (see, for example, www.purple 
ocean.org) that reach beyond their existing membership. Though these efforts 
help reframe the existing trade union movement, they are not equivalent to 
campaigns that seek to build a political-social bloc. 

12. Steve Meacham of City LifeNida Urbana, telephone conversation with 
Bill Fletcher, Jr., November 6, 2006. 

1 3 .  Ruth Needleman describes the struggle within the United Steel Workers, 
led by African American workers in the National Ad Hoc Committee, in Black 
Fmp.rlnm Fightp.rs in StP.P.!: Thp. .r;,trugglp. fnr np.mnr:rntir. l)llinni$m (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
ILR Press/Cornell University Press, 2003). 

14. This analysis draws from Nicos Poulanrzas's notion of power. Power i s  
not static and does not attach itself consistently to a specific position or institu
tion; it is not separate from the person holding the position. Thus, during one 
person's tenure, the vice presidency of a union might be a figurehead position, 
whereas in someone else's hands, the position might suddenly acquire the power 
to get something done. 

15.  With this strategy, organizing workers into unions becomes a piece of a 
larger social justice parrnership. 

18. THE NEED FOR A GLOBAL O U T L O O K  

1. For example, see Lawrence Mishel, Jared Bernstein, and Sylvia Alle
gretto, The State of Workillg America 2004/2005, Economic Policy Institute 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: ILR Press/Cornell University Press, 2005). 

2. Jon Liss and David Staples, "New Folks on the Historic Bloc-Worker 
Centers and Municipal Socialism" (unpublished, 2003), available from Jon Liss 
at Tenants and Workers United, jliss@twsc.org. 

3 .  See, for example, Rick Fantasia, Cultures of Solidarity: Consciollsness, 
Actio,t, and Contemporary American Workers (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1988), 226-45; Bill Fletcher, Jr., and Richard Hurd, "Beyond the Organiz
ing Model; The Transformation Process in Local Unions," in Orgam'zillg to Win, 
cd. Kate Bronfenbrenner, Sheldon Friedman, Richard Hurd, Rudolph Oswald, 
and Ronald Seeber (Ithaca, N.V.: ILR Press!Cornell University Press, 1998), 
37-53; Bill Fletcher, Jr., and Richard Hurd, "Political Will, Local Union Transfor
mation and the Organizing Imperative," in Which Direction for Organized 
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Labor? ed. Bruce Nissen, 19 1-216 (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1999); 
Michael Eisenscher, "Labor; Turning the Corner Will Take More Than Mobiliza
tion," in The Transformation of u.s. Unions: Voices, Visions, and Strategies from 
the Grassroots, ed Ray M. Tillman and Michael S. Cummings, 61-85 (Boulder, 
Colo.; Lynne Rienner, 1999); Bill Fletcher and Richard W. Hurd, "Is Organizing 
Enough? Race, Gender, and Union Culture," New Labor Forum 6 (Spring! 
Summer 2000); 59-69; Bill Fletcher and Richard Hurd, "Overcoming Obstacles 
to Transformation: Challenges on the Way to a New Unionism," in Rekindling 
the Movement: Labor's Quest for Relevance in the Twenty-first Century. ed. 
Harry Katz, Lowell Turner, and Richard Hurd (Ithaca, N.Y.: ILR Press/Cornell 
University Press, 2001); and Paul Johnston, "Citizenship Movement Unionism: 
For the Defense of Local Communities in the Global Age," in Unions in a Glob
alized Environment: Changing Borders, Orgmtizatio,tal Boundaries, and Social 
Roles, ed. Bruce Nissen, 236-63 (Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 2002). 

4. Altruistic solidarity is the sort of work mOSt associated with the AFL
ClO-sponsored American Center for International Labor Solidarity (generally 
known as the Solidarity Center). Most af its funding comes from the U.S. gov
ernment, a fact that is a source of great controversy in the U.S. union movement. 

5. Abandonment of the term solidarity is not a matter of semantics for us. 
The term unity does not have an identical political meaning in discussions of 
intern;Jtinn:1 I rebtinns between mnvements. 

6. The North American Free Trade Agreement, for instance, has been 
incredibly destructive in Mexico, undermining the agricultural sector and lead
ing to the migration of hundreds of thousands of farmers and agricultural work
ers, first into the cities of Mexico and, often, later to the United States. 

7. See Greg Albo, "The Old and New Economics of Imperialism," in Social
ist Register 2004: The New Imperial Challenge, ed. Leo Panitch and Colin Leys, 
88-113 (New York; Monthly Review Press, 2003). 

8. Separate discussions of South-South relations have taken place among 
progressive forces in the Global South and have come to different conclusions. 

9.  National populist is a term advanced by the Egyptian theorist Samir Amin 
to describe movements in the Global South that were anti-imperialist but not 
socialist. Some of these movement, like the one in Algeria, grew out of national 
liberation wars; others, such as the one in India, resulted from significant inde
pendence movements; and still others, like those in Egypt and Libya, were 
the result of military insurrections. See "For Struggles Global and National: 
An Interview with Samir Amin," ZNet, January 3 1 ,  2003, www.zmag.orgl 
content/showarticle.cfm?SectionlD = 36&ltemlD = 2934. 

10. For example, the Mozambique Liberation Front (FREUMO), after flirting 
with both the Soviet Union and China, fully embraced the Soviet bloc in the early 
1980s. With the fall of the Soviet system, the FRELlMO leadership rushed quickly 
to embrace neoliberalism (by adopting free-market economics). In the process, 
FRELlMO cast off its trade lillian federation (OTM-the Portuguese acronym for 
the Organization of Mozambican Workers), which became a fully independent 
organization. This shift created major strategic challenges for the OTM, which 
had been used to a formal connection with the governing party. Nevertheless, the 
governing party was moving toward full acceptance of capitalism with no special 
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provisions for the workers. OTM is now attempting to define itself and its rela
tionship to the project of national development. 

1 I. This tension between social movements and governments is taking a 
most dramatic form in Zimbabwe, where a sharp struggle is under way between 
the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) and the government of Pres
ident Roberr Mugabe. Mugabe's administration charges that forces such as the 
ZCTU are betraying the Zimbabwe revolution by standing against him. In 
effect, the ZCTU says the same thing about Mugabe. 

12. See, for example, Alma H. Young and Kristine B. Miranne, "Global Eco
nomic Crisis and Caribbean Women's Survival Strategies," in Caribbean Labor 
and Politics: Legacies of Cheddi Jagan and Michael Manley, ed. Perry Mars and 
Alma H. Young, 183-89 (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2004). 

13 .  This antiwoman tendency also appears in other religious fundamentalisms. 
'4. Waterman has written a great deal on social movement unionism and 

offers suggestions similar to those in this book. See, for instance, Peter Water
man, "Needed: A New International Labour Movement for (and against) a 
Globalised, Networked Capitalism," Global Solidarity Dialogue, www.antenna 
. n 1/-wa te rm an/needed. h tm l. 

1 5 .  The Irish model that SEIU's Andy Stern finds so attractive has been 
actively promoted in South Africa. Much of the trade union movement, even 
when fincline �nmmnn:llities with the Snllth Afri�:ln envernment, lnnks llpon 

this model with a high degree of skepticism. 
16. One example of such deadly consequences is the Chilean coup in 1973, 

where the progressive forces supporring the heroic president Salvador Allende 
underestimated the willingness of the political Right to use extralegal means to 
undermine democratic rule. They equally underestimated the force with which 
the Chilean state would react to the efforrs of the Unidad Popular government 
of Allende to introduce change. 

17. Alfonso Velasquez, member of the National Executive Committee of 
Colombia's largest trade union federation, CUT. Quoted in the U.S.lLabor Edu
cation in the Americas Project, www.usleap.orglColombia/ColombiaHome.html. 

18. Consider, for example, the "Bamako Appeal," an international initiative 
that launched JUSt before the World Social Forum/Africa in early 2006 in Mali. 
The document lays out the parameters for a redefined global justice movement, 
including ways to redefine the tasks of the labor movement. See www.forum 
tiersmonde.netlfrenlForumslFSMlfsm_bamakolappel_bamako3n.htm. 

19. REALIZING SOCIAL JUSTICE UNIONISM 

I. See, for instance, conservative commentator George Will's column "Search
ing for Labor's Role," Washi,tgton Post, December 29, 2005, for a remarkable 
embrace of "transformation" by a conservative. The terms under which SEIU's 
transformation have been unfolding are completely consistent not only with Gom
pers's view but with the sort of apolitical unionism that many conservatives would 
like to see emerge (if they are willing to accept any sort of unionism). 

2. In fee-paying arrangements, individuals do not join the unions but pay 
an amount that allegedly covers the union's cost of pursuing collective�bargain-
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ing rights. Our dismissal of  the possibilities of top-down transformation speaks 
to the difference we have with SEIU and several other unions that have imposed 
changes from the top in a manner that we half-jokingly describe as nonide% g
ical Stalinism. In other words, they introduce dramatic changes in the structure 
of the union without first building a political consensus to justify the changes. 

3 .  The membership of this local subsequently divided between SEIU and the 
American Federation of State, County, and Municipa l Employees. 

4. Clyde Summers, "The Kenneth M. Piper Lecture: Unions without Major
ity-a Black Hole?" Chicago-Kent Law Review 66 (1990): 5 3 1. 

5. See Charles J. Morris, "Members-Only Collective Bargaining: A Back-to
Basics Approach to Union Organizing," in Jllstice all the Job: Perspectives on 
the Erosioll of Collective Bargainillg ill the United States, ed. Richard N. Block, 
Sheldon Friedman, Michelle Kaminski, and Andy Levin (Kalamazoo, Mich.: 
W. E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research, 2006). This book is a collec
tion of articles on the plight of today's working class and possible ways to 
address workplace injustice. 

6. Solidarity Charters are local agreements that permit central labor coun
cils to include unions that are not affiliated with the AFL-CIO. 

7. Even the UNITE HERE! merger has had difficulties melding different 
organizational cultures, despite the leaders' tending to agree about the general 
direction of the Llnified nrg;Jniz;Jtion. 

8. Judith Stepan-Norris and Maurice Zeitlin, Left Gut: Reds and Americas 
Industrial Unions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), especially 
159-88. 

9. Our use of the term competitive to describe the political atmosphere 
within unions differs from CTW advocates' use of the term. We are not speak
ing solely or mainly of organizatiollal competition (for example, the competi
tion between twO auto dealerships) but rather political competition at the level 
of vision and direction. Some CTW advocates have suggested that the mere 
existence of competing labor organizations strengthens the union movement. 
This view has little historical support. Organizational competition has some
times been one aspect of a more substantive competition, such as the competi
tion between the AFL and the CIO in the 1930S and 1940s. in other cases, such 
as the United Farm Workers' competition with the Teamsters in the early 1970s, 
the competition was territorial and ideological and served the interests of the 
growers. This competition in no way helped the UFW grow. "Competition" is 
nor an abstraction; it must be critically analyzed in each concrete circumstance. 

10. See Peter Medoff and Holly Sklar, Streets of Hope: The Fall and Rise of 
an Urban Neighborhuud (Boston: South End Press, 1994). "DSNI" was an 
innovative community organizing project. 

II.  See John S. Alquist'S thought-provoking paper in which he asks whether 
democracy is possible within national labor centers: "Who Sits at the Table in 
the House of Labor? Rank-and-File Citizenship in Union Confederations" 
(paper presenred at rhe Conference on Union Democracy Re-examined, Univer
sity of Washington, February 24-24, 2006; modified June 8, 2006). 

12. See, for example, Robert D. Putman, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and 
Revival of American Community (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000), 48-64. 
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1 3 .  Ibid., 3 3 8. 
14. The revision of labor laws is a strategic change needed for union reviva I .  

Dororhee Benz, "Sisyphus and the State," Dissent, Fall 2004, 78-83, 
15.  Fernando Gapasin and Edna Bonacich, "The Strategic Challenge of 

Organizing Manufacturing Workers in the Global/Flexible Capitalism," in 
Unions in a Globalized Environment: Changing Borders, Organizational Bound
aries, and Social Roles, cd. Bruce Nissen (Armonk, N. Y: M. E. Sharpe, 2002), 
1 63-87. 

16. Gabor Steingarr, "A Casualty of Globalization: Death of the Unions," 
Spiegel Online, October 27, 2006, www.spiegeLdelinrernational/o,lp8, 
445043,00.htmL 

17. Eduardo Cue, "The Hugo Factor: Venezuela's Firebrand President Seems 
Stronger Than Ever," U.S. News mld World Report, January 30, 2006, 26-28. 

APPENDIX B 

1. Fernando Gapasin, "Race, Gender and Other Problems of Unity for the 
American Working Class, Race, Gender and Class 4, no. 1 (1996): 41-61; also, 
"Local Union Transformation: Analyzing Issues of Race, Gender, Class and 
Democracy," Social Justice 25, no. 3 (1999): 13-30. 

2. Robert Asher and Charles Stephenson, eds., LaboT Di'/ided: Race (/lTd 
Ethnicity in United States Labor Struggles, I835-I960 (Albany: Srare Univer
sity of New York Press, 1990); Dorothy Sue Cobble, "Remaking Unions for the 
New Majority," in Women and Uniolls, ed. Dorothy Sue Cobble, 3-24 (Ithaca, 
N.Y.: ILR Press/Cornell University Press, 1993). 

3. Mike Davis, Prisoners of the American Dream: l)olitics and Economy in 
the History of the U.S. Working Class (London: Verso, 1986). 

4. Richard Flacks, "Think Globally, Act Politically: Some Notes toward 
New Movement Strategy," in Cultural Politics and Social Movements, ed. Marcy 
Darnovsky, Barbara Leslie Epstein, and Richard Flacks, 251-63 (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1995). 

5. Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Fonnation ill the United 
States: Prom the I960s to the I990s, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 1994). 

6. Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray, The Bell Curve: Intelligence 
alld Class Structure ;'l Americall Ufe (New York: Free Press, '994). 

7. Omi and Winant, Racial Formatioll. 
8. Ibid., 56. 
9. On ethnicity theory, see Nathan Glazer, Affirmative Discrimination: Eth

nic Inequality and Public Policy (New York: Basic Books, 1975)' For a discus
sion of the limitations of the theory, see Edna Bonacich, "A Theory of Ethnic 
Antagonism: The Split Labor Market," American Sociological Review 37, no. 5 
(1972): 547-59· 

10. Howard Winant, "Race: Theory, Culture, and Politics in the United 
States Today," in Darnovsky, Epstein, and Flacks, Cultural Politics, '74-88. 

1 I. Ruth Needleman, "Comments," in Cobble, Women alld Unions, 
4°6-13.  

12. Cobble, Womell alld Ullions. 
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13 .  The statistics in this paragraph come from Lois S.  Gray, "The Route to 
the Top: Female Union Leaders and Union Policy," in Cobble, Wome'l and 
Unions, 378-93' 

14. Pamela Roby and Lynet Uttal, "Putting It All Together: The Dilemmas of 
Rank-and-File Union Leaders," in Cobble, \'(Iomell and Ullions, 363-77. 

IS. Roby and Unal, "Puning It All Together"; Gray, "Route to the Top"; 
and Needleman, " Comments." 

1 6. Alice H. Cook, Val R. Lorwin, and Arlene Kaplan Daniels, The Most 
Difficult Revolution: Women in Trade Unions (Ithaca, N.Y.: ILR Press/Cornell 
University Press, 1993)' 

17. Angela P. Harris, "Race and Essentialism in Feminist Legal Theory," in 
Critical Race Theory: The Cutting Edge, ed. Richard Delgado, 26 1-74 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995). 

18. Paul Johnston, Success While Others Fail: Social Movement UniOllism alld 
the I)lfblic Work/Jlace (Ithaca, N.Y.: ILR Press/Cornell University Press, 1994). 

19. James D. Thompson, Orgallizations in Actioll (New York: McCraw
Hill, I967)· 

20. Ruth Frankenberg, The Social COllstructioll of Whiteness; White 
Women, Race Matters (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993). 

21. Ibid. 
:t2. Tbiel. St't' ;Jlsn Chip Smith, Thp. Cnst of PriIJilRgp. (F;Jyt'ttt'villt', N.C.: 

Camino Press, 2007), 11-2l. 
23. David Roediger, Towards the Abolitioll of Whiteness; Essays 011 Race, 

Politics, and Working Class History (London: Verso, 1996), 1-17. 
24. Smith, Cost of Privilege, 1 5 2-70, 227-30. 
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Ahmed, A. Muhammad. "The League of Revolutionary Black Workers (A His
torical Study)." www.geociries.com/CapirolI-lilllLobbY/2379/1rbw.hrm. 

Alba, Greg. "The Old and New Economics of Imperialism." In Socialist Regis
ter 20°4: The New hn/J crial Challenge. edited by Leo Panitch and Colin 
Leys, 88-113. New York: Monthly Review Press, 2003. 

Allen, Theodore W. The Invention of the White Race. Vol. T, Racial Oppression 
and Social Control. London: Verso. 1994. 
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A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S  

There are many people we wish [Q acknowledge and thank. Countless people 
encouraged us to write this book, perceiving a need to expand the debate about 
the future of U.S. trade unionism and to link that debate to a renaissance of the 
labor movement. We wish, however, to offer a special acknowledgment to sev
eral people, none of whom should be held responsible for the content of this 
book. Each of them made this work stronger through the time they spent 
reviewing and commenting on the drafts. 

Candice Cason cared enough about our project to tell us that regular folks 
might not get into the book unless we reorgani7:cd our presentation, and !'Ihe 
rhen dedicated herself to weeks of work helping us to make our book more 
readable. JoAnn Sustrick, as a rank-and-file coconspirator of Fernando Gapasin 
in the fight for social justice and democracy in a local union, lent critical insight 
to history and constant enthusiasm for the project. Jerry Tucker shared his 
wealth of experience and his profound insights into the nature and character of 
working-class struggle in the United States and around the world-especially 
his firsthand experiences in the Staley strike and his excellent reporting of the 
2005 AFL-CiO Convention. Elly Leary is past cochair of the United Auto 
Workers' New Directions Caucus, and our analysis benefited greatly from her 
experience in building a dissident movement within the bureaucratic UAW and 
developing strong rank-and-file leaders. 

Jeff Crosby, whose thirty-plus years as a rank-and-file leader of a local union 
and central labor council helped him develop the model of "leadership develop
ment unionism," offered theoretical as well as practical help in developing our 
book. Jon Liss contributed by modeling how to carry out a struggle for munic
ipal power for working people. The model of municipal socialism that he and 
David Staples have developed is an important theoretical contribution that 
strengthened our book. Fred Hirsch has been a living example for Fernando of 
what internationalism means in practice; he provided critical insight and 
encouraged both of us to write this book. Edna Bonacich, a coauthor of articles 
about building working-class movements in this era of global capitalism, lent 
theoretical insights that influence our argument. 

Jeff Hermanson's excitement and passion for the struggle came through in 
his enthusiasm for this project. Gene Bruskin's critique of our manuscript drew 
from years of commitment to anti racist working-class struggle. Sam Gindin 
gave liS the benefit of his insights, born of years as one of the chief theoreticians 

287 



F
le

tc
he

r 
Jr

., 
B

il
l  

 (
).

 S
ol

id
ar

it
y 

D
iv

id
ed

 :
 T

he
 C

ri
si

s 
in

 O
rg

an
iz

ed
 L

ab
or

 a
nd

 a
 N

ew
 P

at
h 

T
ow

ar
d 

So
ci

al
 J

us
ti

ce
.

B
er

ke
le

y,
 C

A
, U

SA
: 

U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

of
 C

al
if

or
ni

a 
P

re
ss

, 2
00

8.
 p

 2
88

.
ht

tp
:/

/s
it

e.
eb

ra
ry

.c
om

/l
ib

/d
om

in
ic

an
uc

/D
oc

?i
d=

10
34

34
99

&
pp

g=
30

3

288 I ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
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tion and end of, 93, 97; trade union
ism of, 47, 72, 1 1 4, 1 3 6, 1 87-88, 
268n7; witch hums and purges during, 
25, 27 

collaborationism, class, 1 27, 266n7 
collective bargaining, 24, 29, 30, }2, 50, 

52, 1 69, 205, 254n4, 274n2; Carpen
ters Union focus on, 126, 128; exemp
tion of TANF workers from, 78; 
tenant, 178 

Colombia, 1 9 6  
Committee Against Anti-Asian Violence 

(CAAV), 176 
Commonwealth of Independent States, 

246nS 
Communications Workers of America 

(CWA), 60, 70, 135, 148, 184, 203, 
204, 219, 2721l11; see also AFGE 
coalition 

communism, 19-2 1 , 27, 37, 38, 47, 12.8, 
25 ltll 7, 2 57n 3; see also anticommu
nism; Communist Party 

Communist Control Act (1954), 250n6 
Communist Party (CP), 2.3-25, 27, 28, 

3°, 38, 104, 214, 249n24, 2511u6, 
2.57tl3; of China, 92; of South Africa, 
' 9 ' 

Community Labor United, 178 
community unionism, 32, 170, 271 n I 
community-based organizations, alliances 

with, see labor-community alliances 
computer industry, 1 3 5  
Condon, Charles, I I  I ,  I 1 2  
Congress, U.S., 43, 247n l ,  254n4, 2.65n3 
Congress of Industrial Organizations 

(CIO), 1 , 20, 102, 1 04, 1 87, 25 1 n 1 0; 
Cold War witch hunts targeting, 25; 
communist and socialist organizers in, 
2 I ,  1.4, 38; merger of AFt and (see 
AFL-CIO); Operation Dixie of, 29, 35,  
83. 25 In 12; organizational competi-

tion between CIO and, 275n9; purge 
of Left-led unions by, 28, 29, 179, 180; 
race and gender in, 34, 159,  180; Roo
sevelt and, 22, 248n I I 

Congress of South African Trade Unions 
(COSATU), ix, 82., 1 1 8, 1 3 2, 1 9D-92., 
257n4 

consolidation, 130, 1}2-3.3, 159, 16o, 
204-5 

Construction Organizing Membership 
Education and Training (COMET) 
program, 2.07 

Contreras, Miguel, 1 02-4 
Cooperative Regional Industrial 

Laboratory, 271n9 
cooperatives, 177 
core jurisdiction, 124, 125, 130, 133-36 
Cornell University, 60, 1 3 1  
Corona, Bert, 36, 25InI3 
corporatism, 21., 128, 1 9 1 ,  248n9 
corruption, 53,  54, 57, I I I 
Cowie, Jefferson, 261n6 
craft unionism, 30; in building trades, 

12.7, 135; exclusionary strategy of, 
1 2., 1 7  

Cuba, 114, 188 

Dannin, Ellen, 245nl 
Debs, Eugene v., 12-14, 18, 36, 247nl 
deindustrialization, 44, 59, 1 6 9  
democracy; antiracist, 182; empire and, 

193; Jacksonian, 9, 245nl, 248n19; 
social movements for, 182-84; union, 
24-25, 3 5 , 186, 199, 204-6 

Democratic Leadership Council, 1 4  I 
Democratic Party, 1 9-2. 1 , 87, 97, 1 3°, 

178, 269n2; AFt-CIO support for, 22, 
80, 8 I ,  139,  166; central labor coun
cils and, 60; crw and, 139-41; 
Latino activists in, 10.3; multi
lateralism in, 96 

deregulation, 45 
Detroit newspaper strike, I 1 0  
deunioni/.ation, 4 5  
Dewitt, Donna, I I I 
Distributive Workers of America, District 

65 of, .3 5  
Dobbs, Farrell, 3 3 ,  2491124, 25W6 
Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement, 

3 5  
Donahue, Thomas, 47, 70, [2.}, 126, 

266nl 
Dority, Douglas, 1 54 
Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative 

(Boston), 209, 27 1 n 9  
Dukakis, Michael, 271119 
Dunlop, AI "Chainsaw," 126 
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economic determinism, 143-44, 2.68n17 
Egypt, 2.53n8, 273n9 
Elected Leader Task Force, [ 54, 269n2 
empire, [ 92.-93, [ 9 5  
EmlJOrilflll Ca,)[vc/I Co. v. Western Addi

tion Community Organization ( [  975), 
2.54n4 

"end of work" thesis, 88, 89 
Engels, Frederick, 23 
entitlement, 57-58 
Equal Employment Opportunity, 2.2.7 
Erlich, Mark, 267n6 
Espionage Act ( [ 9  [7), [ 3  
Ethiopia, 257nI 
European Trade Union Congress, 1 1 5  
exdusionism, 10-12., 14-16, 1 5 ,  2. 3 ,  8 5  

Fair Labor Standards Act ( 1 938), H 
farmworker movement, see United Farm 

Workers 
fascism, 95, [ 28, 262n l 2  
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), 

253n l O  
Federal Reserve, 43, 2.5}tl7 
fee-paying arrangementS, 2.0 I ,  2. 74n2 
Filipino Workers Center, 103 
Filipinos, 32, 33,  75, 258nlO 
Fine, janice, 134,  267n9 
First Nations, see Native Americans 
Fitzsimmons, Frank, 3 3  
Fletcher, Leo, 5 0  
Flint sit-down strike, 2.1 ,  22., 249n2.4 
Floyd, Nadra, 84 
Foner, Philip, 50 
Fordism, 2.46n 1 0  
foreign policy, U.S., 2l, 47, I 1 6-l0, 1 39, 

1 94-95; democratic, [ 8 2; empire and, 
1 92-93; globaliwtion and, [ [6-[7; 
Gompers's view of, 14, 16, 12.0; isola
tionist versus multilateralist, 96-99; 
neoliberal, 94; post-World War II, 2.6; 
see also Cold War 

Foster, William Z., [9, 3 5  
Franklin, john Hope, 80 
free trade, 45, 92-93; see also North 

American Free Trade Agreement 
free-trade unionism, 30 
Freud, Sigmund, 19l 
Frick, Henry Clay, 2.43 
Friedman, Milton, l53n[ [ 
fundamentalism, religious, 190, 

274n l 3  

Gage, John, 218 
Ganley, Nat, 22, 36 
Garcia, Mike, 2.56n12 
Garment Workers Center, 103 

gender, 70, 160, 179-85; class and, 
167-68; Campers's view of, 14, 1 5 ;  see 
also women 

General Dynamics, Quincy Shipbuilding 
Division of, 43-44, 253n6 

General Motors, 250n9 
general strikes, 15, 46, 247117 
"Geo" campaign (Stamford, Connecti

cut), 171-74 
geographic organizing, 77, 86, 209, 

2. 5 8n [ 2 ;  core jurisdinion and, 1 35-36; 
labor·community alliances in, 1 7 1-73; 
multiunion, 108 

Georgia State Employees Uniol1, 204 
Germany, 257n8; pre-World War 11, 128 
Gilder, George, 46 
Gindin, Sam, 253n2 
Gingrich, Newt, 48 
Glazer, joe, 39 
Glenn, Waync, 73 
global justice movemcnt, 78-80, 95, 1 94, 

258m3, 2.65n3, 2.74nI8 
Global North, 4 1 ,  92-93, 99, 2 [4,  246n5, 

2.57n8, 2.611l4; amhorirarianism in, 95; 
impact of reorganization of work on, 
89; national labor centers in, I I 5; pro
duction centers in, [97; regional 
economies destabilized by, 196; World 
Trade Organization and, 79 

Global South, 93, 96, 246n5, 2 6 1 n4, 
2.73n8; authoritarianism in, 95; impact 
of reorganization of work on, 89; 
national labor centers ill, 1 1 5 ,  liS, 
2.65117; national populist movements 
in, 273n9; regional trade alliances in, 
196; trade unionism in, 107, 1 87-92 

Global Union Federations, 2.2. [ 
globali7_mion, 4, 79, 91-99, [ [5-17, 

124, 132, 193-94, 2.14, 2.631ll3; defi
nitions of, 91; of manufacturing, 105, 
106; neoliberal, 41-45, 92.-9S, 143, 
[ 8 7-90, 1 9:1., 194, [96; Stern's views 
on, [42, [43 

Gompers, Samuel, 1 2, 14-[6, 18, [ 10, 
1 3 1 ,  [46, [97, :1. 1 4, :1.46n 1 6; anticom

munist paradigm of, 179, 182, 199, 
211; business union internationalism 
of, 1}8; class collaborationism of, 
2.66117; continuing influence of ideal
ogy of, 6 1 , 70, 1 42., 145,  1 98, 199,  
210, 274nl; death of, 19; domestic 
political flexi bility advocated by, 1 JO, 
139,  [ 4 1 ;  exclusionary racial and eth
nic policies of, 16-17, 179, 2.47n2.0; 
Meany and craft unionism of, 30; 
progressive reforms opposed by, 19; 
repudiation of socialism by, 14, 15; 
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Gompers, Samuel (contilllled) 
support of capitalist state by, 15-16, 
26, [20; traditionaliST unionism of, 
36-38, 47, 5 3  

Gordon, Bruce, [ 7 5  
Gordon, jennifer, 1,7 [ n7 
Gore, AI, 81, 125, 150 
Gould, jay, 18 
Grabelsky, Jeff, 267n6 
Great Britain, 4 [ ,  46, 250n3; Ireland 

and, [45,  [79; neoliberalism in, 45; 
nineteenth-century, 92 

Great Depression, 2.0, 2.7, 247n7 
GreaT Grape Boycort, 74 
Great Textile Strike, 247n7 
Greece, 250n3 
"greed is good" era, 46 
Green, james, 255n [ 0  
Green, William, 19-20, 3 7  
grievance procedures, 2 5 ,  29, 56, [00 
Group of 8 (G-8) countries, 97, 98, [89, 

262n16 
Guyana, 30 

Habitat for Humanity, [ 73 
Hahn, james, 104 
Haitians, 264n [ 6  
Hansen, joseph, [ 54, [ 5 5  
Hardy, George, 63 
Harlem Fightback, 50, 2 p .n7, 2.54n4 
Harris, Angela, 240 
Harrison, Bennett, 87-88,90, 93, 260n9 
Harvard BIiSilleS$ Review, 65 
Haughton, james, 252n7 
Hayes, Charles, [ 59 
health care, 48, 50, 5 [ ,  78, [07, [ 2.4, 

202; municipal, privati�ation of, [43;  
national, [82 

Health Revolutionary Unity Movement 
(HRUM), 50, 5 1  

Healy, Richard, 201 
Hermandad, 1 03 
Hiatt, jon, [ 23 
Hill, joe, 7 
Hillman, Sidney, 2.0-22, 3 7  
Histadrut, 265n7 
Hoffa, James, Jr., 134, 266n5 
Hoffa, james, Sr., 3 3  
Holt-Baker, Arlene, 74, 8 1  
Hotel Employees and Restaurant 

Employees Union (HERE), 12., 90, 
103, 1 04, 1 36, 140, [70, [ 7 2, 27 1 114; 

see also UNITE HERE! 
House of Representatives, US., 14,48 
Howard University, [75 
HRO Today, 142. 
human rights abuses, 196 

Hurd, Richard, 60 
Hussein, Saddam, 118 

ideologizing of organizing, 1 2.8-29 
immigrants, 36-37, 70, 7 [ ,  [ 01,-4, [06, 

[07, [ 81" 258nl 6, 263n [0; central 
labor councils and, 208; exdusion of, 
II, 37; nontraditional organizations of, 
176; social justice solidarity with, 196 

Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS), 263n [ 0  

Immigration Reform and Control Act 
( [ 986), 3 7  

imperialism, 16, 47, 91, 96,138, 197 
indusionism, 10-14, 23, 185 
India, 188-90 
Indians, see Native Americans 
Indonesia, [ 8 8  
industrial cooperatives, 177 
Industrial Relations Commission, 1 9  
Industrial Revolution, 9 
Industrial Union of Marine & Shipbuild

ing Workers of America, [ 3 5 ;  Local 5 
of, 43-44, Z53n6 

industrial unionism, 1 2., [ 3 ,  [7, [9; in 
building trades, 12.7; consolidation in, 
[ 3 3; core jurisdiction in, 1 3 5; global, 
[ 3 8 ;  during Great Depression, 20-2 [ 

industrial unions, 246nn9,13 
Industrial Workers of the World (TWW), 

13, 17, 21, 23, 138, 199, 2.48nI9 
Inglewood City Council, 104 
Insana, Ron, 144 
International Association of Machinists, 

73-74, [ 34, [ 3 5, 20[,  253n5 
International Brotherhood of Teamsters 

(IBT), 1 , 47,79, [ 34, [ 5 2-55, 2.49n24; 
Bush's outreach to, 1 25-26; Carey 
administration scandal in, 75-76, 
266n5; Central States Drivers Council, 
252.n6; democratization in, 35;  exit 
from AFL·ClO of, 4; LAMAP and, 
108, [09, 259n3; local unions in, 2.05; 
UFW competition with, 3, 32-3}, 
275n9; UPS strike of, 55, [ 54, 
25 In 1 1 ;  see also Change to Win 

International Confederation of Free 
Trade Unions (ICFTU), 114-16, 221, 
265n1 

International Federation of Professional 
and Technical Engineers, 148-51, 219; 
see also AFGE coalition 

International Ladies Garment Workers 
Union (lLGWU), 12, 21, 259nt 

International Longshore and Warehouse 
Union (1LWU), 47, 108, 111, 112., 
133, 1 3 5-37, 180, 264nI5 
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International Longshoremen's Associa
tion (ILA), 1 10-12, 2SSl17 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), 37, 
80, 265n4 

international solidarity, pragmatic, 1 30, 
1 3 6-39 

International Textile, Garment, and 
Leather Workers Federation, 138 

International Working People's Associa
tion, 23 

Iran, 250n3 
Iraq, U.S. invasion and occupation of, 

72,94,98, 1 1 8, 1 1 9 , 1 28, 1 39, 1 4 1 ,  
194, 196 

Ireland, 145-46, 166, 179, 2741\15 
isolationism, 96-97 
Israel, 253n8, 2.65117 
Italy, pre-World W\ar II, 1 2.8 

Jackson, Andrew, 245n I 
Jacksonian Democracy, 9, 245nl,  

2.48n19 
Jagan, Cheddi, 30, 2.5 I n 1 7  
janitorial industry, 63-66 
Japan, 4 1 ,  42., 1 8 8 ;  post-World War II, 

2.7, 9 8  
Japanese-Mexican L'\bor Association 

(JMLA), 1 6- 1 7  
Javits, Jacob, 141 
Jewish-Black relations, 1 8 "  
Jim Crow segregation, 14 
Jimmy Dean Food Company, 103 
"job-conscious" trade unionism, 14, 

141-42. 
Jobs with Justice (JwJ), 60, 1 69 ,  1 7 1-72, 

W9 
John, king of England, 54 
Johnson, Genora, 22, 249n24 
Johnson, Kermit, 22, 2.49n2.4 
Johnson, Lyndon Baines, 42. 
Judd, Ron, 2.08 
Junemann, Gregory J., 2 1 9  

Katrina disaster, 89, 1 68-69, 1 7 3 , 175 
Kelber, Harry, 270n6 
Kmtllcky River decisions, 2.62.1\14 
Kerry, John, 81, ISO, 269n2 
Keynes, John Maynard, 2.47n6 
Keynesian economics, 2.0,42 
Kilusang Mayo Uno, 1 1 4 
King, Martin Luther, Jr., 2.02 
King County Central Labor Council, 208 
Kircher, Bill, 3 3  
Kirkland, Lane, 45-48, 5 9 ,  171 
K-Mart, 170 
Knights of Labor, 12,  177, 187 
Kohl, Helmut, 1 1 5  

Kohlsaat, Caroline, 163 
Korean Confederation of Trade Unions 

(KCfU), 1 1 4, l i S  
Korean Immigrant Workers Association, 

, oJ 
Kourpias, George, 7" 
Kroeger grocery chain, 74 
Ku Klux Klan, 2.3 ), 2.4 1 

L'lbor Council for L'lrin American 
Advaneemenr, 85, 2.70n4 

L'lbor Non-Partisan League (LNPL), 22, 
248n l 4  

Labor Research Review, 60 
labor studies programs, 157 
labor-community alliances, 55,  59,  60, 

170-79, 2.71111; CLCs and, 85, 101; 
demands for democracy of, 1 83 ;  in 
South, 83, 84; Staley lockout and, 73 

L'lbor/Community Strategy Center 
(LCSq, 176, 264n l7 

Laborers International Union of North 
American (LIUNA), I ,  3, 4, 54, 2.55n7; 
see also Change to Win 

Labor-Management Relations Aer, see 
Taft-Hartley Act 

L'lborlNeighbor program, 1 7 3 ,  178,  209, 
27 1 n6, 2.72n l I 

laissez-faire capitalism, 18, 22, 2.47n6 
Lane, Dan, 72. 
L'ltinos, 10, 65, 2.2.7,2.37, 2.54n4; in 

Democratic Party, 103; employer tar
geting of, 44; in janitorial industry, 63, 
2.56nI3; and nineteenth-century labor 
movement, 1 2; in nontraditional 
organilations, 176; in South and 
Southwest, 1 6  I ,  203; tensions between 
African Americans and, 66, 104, 
2.561l12.; see also Chicanos; Mexi
cans/Mexican Americans 

League of Revolutionary Black Workers, 
3 5 , 44, 5°, 5 1 , 184, 252nlo 

leftist unionists, 23-2.5, 30, 36-38, 45, 
109, 1 10, 1 98-99, 2. 1 1 ;  in caucus 
movement, 49; in community-based 
social movements, 103, 104; ideologiz
ing of organizing by, 12.8-2.9; organiz
ing model and, 61; Sweeney and 
participation of, 71; see also commu
nism; socialism; specific {)arties and 
organizations 

Lerner, Stephen, 63, 1 29 
Lesotho, 90 
leverage campaigns, 33-34, 2.52.n6 
Lewinsky, Monica, 80 
Lewis, John L., 19-2.2., 2.8, 38, 248n11 
libertarianism, 94, 96 
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Libya, 2.73n9 
Lipset, Seymour Martin, 25 
Linle Steel Strike ( 1 937), 2 2  
Living Wage Campaign, 1 0 3 ,  104 
Loach, Ken, 63 
local union transformation (LUT), 6L 
Locke, John, 249nl 
lockouts, 72 
longshore industry, see International 

Longshoremen's Association; Interna
tional Longshore and Warehouse 
Union 

Los Angeles Alliance for a New Economy 
(LAANE), 104 

Los Angeles City Council, 102., 104 
Los Angeles County Federation of Labor 

(LACFL), 102.-4, 108, 154, 2.08, 
2s6n8 

Los Angeles Manufacturing Action Pro
ject (LA MAP), [ 03 , 105, 108-10, 2 1 0, 
259n3, 264n[ 5 

Lucky grocery chain, 74 
Lucy, William, 8 [ 
Ludlow, Marrin, 102, 104, 263n8 

Machinists Union, see International 
Association of Machinists 

Magna Carta, 54 
Mail Handlers Union (MHU), 54-58, 

1 9L, 25Sn9 
manufacturing, 105-8; changes in, 

88-89; consolidation in, 134 
Maoism, 104, 248n18, 2.S7n3 
Marable, Manning, 167 
Marshall, Thurgood, 254n4 
Marx, Karl, 23 
Marxism, 105, 142, L48 n [ 8  
Marxism-Leninism, 3 5, 1 2 8  
Massachusetts Labor Support Project, 60 
McAlevey,Jane, 172 
McCarron, Douglas, 70, 126-29, 147 
McCarthyism, 59, 1 04 
Meany, George, xii, 2.9-30, 3:t, 33, 37, 

38, 45, 59, 102, 25 [ n l  
Memphis sanitation workers' strike, 

:t71n1 
Metal Trades Council, 1 3 5  
Mexicans/Mexican Americans, 12., 16, 

23, 3:t, 3 3 ,  104, :t42; see also Chi
canos 

Mexico, 106, 110, :t73n6 
Miami Workers Center, 176 
Michels, Robert, 25 
militarization, neoliberal, 94-96 
Millennium Review Commission, I 1 5  
Miners for Democracy, 35,  44 
minimum-wage legislation, 19 

mining, see United Mine Workers of 
America 

Minneapolis general strike, 247n7 
Mississippi Alliance of State Employees, 

'oJ 
Mitchell, Denise, [ L 3  
Monroe Doctrine, 98 
MOllthly Review, 2.62nI3, 265n4 
Moody, Kim, 252111 
Mortimer, \X'yndham, 2 1 ,  3 8  
Mozambique Liberation Front (FRE-

LIMO), 273n [0 
Mugabe, Robert, L74n [ I  
multilateral ism, 96-99 
multinational corporations, Il6, 193-94; 

see also transnational corporations 
Multi-Racial Alliance, 64 
multiunion organizing, 84, [08, 178 
Murray, Philip, 2.8, 37, 38, 248nII 
Muslims, [ 8 :t, :t65n3; fundamentalist, 

,,0 
Myanmar, 196 

Narro, Victor, 103 
Nation, 267n9 
National Association for the Advance

ment of Colored People (NAACP), 1 75 
National Commission on Race, 80 
National Council of Trade Unions 

(NACTU), South African, 1 90-9L 
National Economic Development and 

Labour Council {NED LAC), South 
African, 191 

National Education, Health & Allied 
Workers Union (NEHAWU), South 
African, ix 

National Farmworkers Association, }2 
National Guard, 2 1  
national labor centers, 209-11 
National Labor College, George Meany 

Center, 206 
National Labor Relations Act (NLRA; 

1935) ,  x, 20, 2.7, 2.9, 50, 8}, 2.4Snl, 
L50nn4,6, 254n4; Section 7 of, LO} 

National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), 
34, 95, 203 

National Labor Union (NLU), 12., 3),  
246n6 

National Negro L1bor Counci l, 29, 34, 159 
national populism, 2.73n9 
National Postal Mail Handlers Union, 

see Mail Handlers Union 
National Rainbow Coalition, 255n9 
National Security Strategy Doctrine 

(NSSD), 97 
National Union of Health and Hospital 

Workers, Local 1199 of, 35,  5 I, 202. 
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National Urban League, 50, 160 
Native Americans, 10, 12, 161, 202, 203, 

242, 245n l ,  253 n 1 0  
Nazis, 2.41 
Negro American Labor Council, 252.n7 
Neighborhood Assistance Corporation of 

America, 2.7 1n3 
neoliberalism, xii, 36, 79, 146, 168, 

253n2, 261nn2,12, 273n10; in South 
Africa, 1 9 1 ,  1 9 2; see also globaliza
tion, neoliberal 

networked production, 87-88, 1 3 5  
New Deal, 20, 27, 140, 249nl 
New Freedom, 18, 19 
New Labor Forum, 1 3 5  
New Orleans general strike, 15 
New Unity Partnership, 126, 127, 129, 

1 3 1 , 147, 2.66n6, 267n9 
Newman, Nathan, 3 
Nigeria, 1 88, 1 90 
"9 to 5, " 72 
Nixon, Richard M., 32-3 3 , 4.2.,46 
nonmajority unionism, .2.03-4 
North American Aviation, 22 
North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA), 48, 96, 194, 273n6 
Nunez, Fabian, 1 0 2  
Nussbaum, Karen, 7.2., 202, 272nl 1 

Olney, Peter, 259n3, .2.64n 1 5  
Omi, Michael, 235 
Oppenheim, James, 163 
Organization of Mo:wmbican Workers 

(OTM), 273nlo 
organization of work, changes in, 87-90, 

93-94, I J 2  
organizing model, 60-62 
outsourcing, 89, 1 4 2  

Packinghouse Workers, 1 59, 180, 270nl; 
see also United Food and Commercial 
Workers 

Palestine Ceneral Federation of Trade 
Unions, 265n7 

Pan-Africanists, 1 7 5  
I'anitch, Leo, 253n2 
Partido Liberal Mexicano, 23 
"pay for use" policies, 94 
Paye, Jean-Claude, .2.62n 13 
People's Party, 1 8, 248n 1 9  
Pepsi-Cola, 73 
Philadelphia Unemployment Project, 176 
Philippines, 1 1 4 
Pinochet, Ceneral Augusto, 45 
Pitts, Steven c., 88-89 
political flexibil ity, domestic, 130, 

139-42 

Popular Front, 3 7  
populism, IS, .2.3, .2.47111, .2.4SnI9; 

national, 1 89, 273n9; right-wing, 42, 
245n l , 262.n I 2  

Poulantzas, Nicos, .2.62n I 2, 272n 1 4  
Powell, Colin, 97, .2.68n 1 .2.  
pragmatist unionists, 15, 2S-31, 3 6-3S, 

45, 71; during Creat Depression, 
20-22; growth as focus of, I SO; and 
ideologil.ing of organil.ing, 1 28; lever
age strategies of, 3 3  

Presidents' Council meeting, 55-56 
pressure campaigns, 3 3  
Pride At Work, 8 5 ,  270n4 
privatization, 45, 94, 143 
Production Management, U.S. Office 

of, 22 
Professional Air Traffic Controllers Orga

nization (PATCO), 45-46, 2.5411I.2. 
Progressive Era, 1 8- 1 9  
Projcct for a New American Century 

(PNAC), 97 
Proposition 1 3 ,  California, 42 
Proposition 226, California, 102, 103 
protectionism, 93, 261n4 
public-sector unions, 100-101, 106, 108, 

202-3; see also slJecific 111110115 
Puerto Ricans, 50, I S 3, 253n l O  

race, 70, 160, 179-85; class and, 
167-69; exclusion based on, 10-12, 
15-17, 157-58; inclusionist views on, 
12-14, 2 1 ;  national dialogue on, 
80-8 1 ;  and reorganization of work, 
89; sec a/so specific millority groups 

Race & Class, 260n 1 
racism, 34-35, 43. So, 96, 167, 251n12; 

in building trades, 50-51; of Campers, 
14-16; United Nations World Confer
ence Against Racism, 8 I 

Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Orga
nizations (RICO) Act ( 1 970), 264n2 1 

Radio Corporation of America (RCA), 
261n6 

Ralph's grocery chain, 1 5 3  
Randolph, A. Philip, 34, 35,  270n9 
Randolph, A. Philip, Institute, S 5, 270n4 
Reagan, Ronald, 45-47, 1 1 5,  254nl4 
Reconstruction, 12, 14 
Red Scare, 27 
Red-baiting, 2. 1 I ,  150nn7, 1 0, 2.5 I n 12;  

see also anticommunism 
Reformistas, 64, 65, 256n7 
regional unionism, 1 1 0  
religious persecution, 182 
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Republican Governors' Association, 140 
Republican Party, 21, 46, 87, 102, 

268n I 2; congressional victories of, in 
1 994,48, 69; CIW relationship with, 
1 40-4 1 ;  election tactics of, in 2000, 
8 I ;  isolationism versus multilateral ism 
in, 96; welfare repeal initiative of, 78 

Retail Clerks International Union, 3); see 
also United Food and Commercial 
Workers 

Reuther, Victor, 2.2 
Reuther, Walter, 28, 30-3 I, 36, 38, 45, 

1 3 1 , 250nn9 , I O  
Rifkin, Jeremy, 177, 260nII 
right to strike, 25, 2.9 
right-to-work laws, 83, 2.03 
Riley, Kenneth, I I I ,  II3,  2.64n19 
Robertson, Bill, 102 
Rockefeller, John D., 1 8  
Rockefeller, Nelson, 140-41 
Rogers, Joel, 1 1 0 
Roosevelt, Franklin Delano, 20-22, 24, 

37, l.48nn I 1 , 1 4, l.49n I 
Roosevelt, Theodore, 18 
Rosenthal, Steve, 7 1 , 1 5 8 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 249111 
Russia, 246n5, 262n 1 6; under commu

nism (see Soviet Union/Soviet bloc) 
Russian Revolution, 1 3 ,  l.3 
Rwanda, 190 

Safeway grocery chain, 74, 1 5 3  
San Dicgo Central Labor Council, 154 
San Diego Zoo, 134 
San Francisco Central L;lbor Council, 

1 78, 2 7 [ n6 
San Francisco general strike, 247n7 
Santa Clara County Labor Council, 

258nn12,18 
Sawyer, Rick, 258m2 
Schneiderman, Rose, 3 6  
Screen Actors Guild (SAG), 45 
Seattle anti-WfO mobilization, 78, 79, 

1 94, 208 
sectoral solidarity, 1 3 6-38 
Selassie, Haile, 257n1 
Seminoles, l.46m 
seniority, 100 
September I I  terrorist attacks, 95, 98, 

I I 2, I 16-1 8,  [ 82., 25 8n I 7, 265n3 
Service Employees International Union 

(SElU), x, I ,  2, 60-66, 1 3  [ ,  [94, 
259112, 264n [6,  267n9, 269n5, 
272nII, 2.741lI5. 275nn2,]; Bui lding 
Service division, 64, 1 29; CINU and, 
178; core jurisdiction and, 134; Educa
tion Department, 62; Field Services 

Department, 62; ideological orienta
tion of, 200; international work of, 
[46; Justice for Janitors (JfJ) cam
paign, 62-64, 103, 1 7 [ , 172, 
256nn5, [ 3 ;  Local 399, 63-66, 
l. 5 6nn8, [ l. ,  I 3; neo-Gompersian trade 
unionism of, 142, 274n1; nonmajority 
unionism and. 204; politics of, 140. 
147, 269n2; pragmatic solidarity 
approach of, [ 3 7 ,  1 95 ;  pressure cam
paigns of, 3 3 ,  34; and shift to service 
economy, 105; South African unions 
and, ix; and split in AFL-CIO, 4, 
123-25, 127, 129-3°, 149, 158, 161; 
structure of, 205; Sweeney as president 
of, 64, 69; Wal-Mart and, 1 5 ) ,  270n}; 
women in leadership of, 2}8; see also 
Change to Win 

service industries, 105, 106, 108, 124; 
consolidation in, 1 34; see also sllccitic 
IlIIions 

Shanker. Albert. 183 
Shea, Gerry, 1 l.3 ,  266n [ 
sir-down strike, 21, 22, 2491124 
Sivanadan, A., 260n I 
60 Mill/IUS, 145 
slavery, [0, 92, [79, 246n [ ,  248n [7; 

movement for abolition of, 9 
Smith, Miranda, 3 6  
Smith College, 240 
Smithfield, Inc., 255n9 
Snow, Edgar, 250n} 
social accord, 26--28, 45, 198, 24911I, 

25 4n 1 2; see also Treaty of Detroit 
Social Darwinism, 235, 242 
social justice, 31, 70, 75; global move

ment for, 78-79; in Global South, 189; 
populism and, [ 8 ;  Roosevelt adminis
tration and, 22; solidarity based on, 
136, 1)7. 195""96 

social justice unionism, 165-85, 187, 
197-21 5; central labor councils in, 
207-9; and inevitability of class Strug
gle, [ 66-69; labor-community alliances 
in, [70-79; membership education in, 
206-7; nonmajority, 203-4; public-sec
tor. 202.-3 ; race and gender in, 
179-8); role of national labor centers 
in, 209-1 1; steps in transformation to, 
1 99-202; worker control in, 204-6 

socialism, 13,  18, 23. 37, 38,  104, 
249n24, 252n6; anticommunism and, 
28; crisis of, [ 28-29; Gompers's repu
diation of. 14. 15;  leverage strategies 
and, 3 3 ;  reversal of, in China, 92, 2 [ 4 

Socialist Party of America, 13,  19, 23, 
24, 247nl 
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Socialist Workers Party (SWP), 2 3 ,  24, 
249n24, 257n3 

solidarity, [ 68, 187; international, 1 3 0, 
1 3 6-39, 1 93-95, 1 97-98; social jus

tice, 1 9 5-96; in working people's 
assemblies, [ 7 8  

Solidarity Center, see American Center 
for International Labor Solidarity 

Solidarity Charters, xi, 1 5 1 ,  205, 275n6 
South Africa, ix, 175,  1 88-92, 1 [0, 

2.74n I 5; anti-apartheid movement in, 
ix, 47, 1 90-9 [ ,  1 9 5 ; ICFTUWorid 
Congress in, 1 1 4-[6 

South Korea, 188, 190 
Soviet Union/Soviet bloc, 23, 42, 47, 92, 

94, 246n5, 250n3; Cold War competi
tion between U.S. and, 27; collapse of, 
47, 9 1 ,  2.73n 10; during World War II, 
24, 26 

Spanish-American War, 1 20 
Spelman, Elizabeth, 240 
Spiegel, 214 
Splain, Mark, 83-84 
Square Deal, 1 8  
Staley Manufacturing Co., see A .  E .  Sta-

ley Manufacturing Co. 
Stalinism, 23; nonideological, 275n2 
Standard Oil, 1 8  
State Department, U.S., 2 5  lnI 7 
state federations of labor, 3 ,  84, 86, 1 56; 

CTW participation in, 15 I; in Katrina 
disaster response, 169; Sweeney 
administration and, 125, 148, 150; 
and Vietnam War, 30; and unem
ployed, [69 

steel industry: technological change in, 
88; see also United Steelworkers of 
America 

Steingart, Gabor, 214 
Stepan-Norris, Judith, 24, 205-6 
Stern, Andrew L., 62, 65, 124, 125, 158, 

268n I 5,  270n3; blog created by, 1 56; 
Irish tripartism model advocated by, 
1 45-46, 1 66, 274n I 5; neo-Gomper
sian views of, 1 42-45 

strikes, 30, 43-44, 251nll; air traffic 
controllers, 45-46, 25 4n 12; farm 
workers, 32; general, IS, 46, 247n7; 
during Great Depression, 21-22, 24, 
2.49n2.4; grocery, 102, 1 5 3-54; news
paper, 1 10; post-World War I, 19; rail
road, 1 2; sympathy, 1 37; teachers, 
1 83 ;  UPS, 75-76; wildcat, 22, 46; see 
also right to strike 

structural unemployment, 89, 169,  
260n13 

Summers, Clyde, 203 

Sunbeam Products, Inc., 126 
Supreme Coun, U.S., 81 
Swaziland, [ 9 6  
Sweeney, John, xii, 64, 69-77, 82, 89, 

[ 23-24, 1 3 2, 165,  [87, 2 1 1 ,  2 5 1 n [ 6, 
266n6, 268nl, 270n5; Bensinger and, 
76-77, 204, 258nnl1,12; Carey and, 
75-76, 266n5; Charleston 5 campaign 
supponed by, 112,  1 1 3 ;  CLCs and, 59, 
84-86, 1 5 1 ,  [ 7 1 , 207, 208; consoli&l
tion opposed by, 1 3 3; core jurisdiction 
discussion of, [ 30, 1 3 4; difficulties 
encountered by, 72-76; election to 
AFL-CIO presidency of, x, 59, 69-71, 
110, 200; health care policies of, 143; 
LAMAP acknowledged as organizing 
model by, 109; nonmajority unionism 
and, 204; politics of, 77, 8 [ ,  [2.5,  [39,  
140, 166; pragmatist leadership of, 71; 
reforms of, 7 1 -72; r(."Sponse to CTW 
challenge of, 1 47-50, 269nn4,7; after 
September 11 terrorist attacks, 117; 
and split in AFL-ClO, 1-3 , [ 24, 147, 
155-57, 159, 161; in South Africa, 
1 1 4-16;  South and Southwest organiz
ing advocated by, 8 3 ;  and UFW's 
legacy of organizing tactics and strate
gies, 3 3 ;  and u.s. foreign policy, 120; 
Zellers and, 63, 66 

Sylvis, William H., [ I, 33, 246n6 
sympathy strikes, 137 
syndicalism, 23, 52,  248n19 
Syndicalist League of North America, 23 

Taft-Hartley Act ( [ 947), x, 27-29, 46, 
2.45n [, :t50n7 

Tait, Vanessa, 5 I 
Taiwan, 90 
tax policies, 42,94 
team America, 145-46 
Team for Democracy, 54 
Teamsters for a Democratic Union 

(TDU), 3 5, 2.57n3 
Teamsters Union, see International 

Brotherhood of Teamsters 
technological change, 13,  87-88, 92, 93, 

106, 1 3 2  
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 

(TANF), 77-78 
Tenants & Workers United, [76 
terrorism, see September I I terrorist 

attacks 
Thatcher, Margaret, 45, 46, 94, [ [ 5 
They Live (film), xii 
Thigpen, Anthony, 2.01 
Third World, see Global South 
Third World Jobs Clearing HOllse, 50-51 
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Third World Workers Association 
(TWWA), SO 

Tigar, Michael, 262n [ 3  
Tiw,josip Broz, :tson3 
Toledo general strike, 247n7 
Tourist Industry Development Council, 

W4 
trade, international, 124; in regional 

alliances, 196; see also free trade; glob
aliwtion 

traditionalist unionists, [ 6 ,  [ 9 ,  :t8, 29, 
36-38; and ideologizing of organizing, 
, ,' 

Trail of Tears, 24Snl 
Transfusion organization, So 
transnational corporations, 37, 91,  98, 

107, 264n14, 26sn4; regional strate
gies of, [ [ 0 

Travis, Bob, 22 
Treasury, U_S., 265n4 
Treaty of Detroit ( [  950), 28-29, 3 [ ,  38, 

45, 2S01l9 
tripartism, [ 45-46, [66, 248n9 
Trotskyism, 23, 104, 24g1l18, 257113 
Truman, Harry 5., 28 
Trumka, Richard, x, 70, 2S SIlJO, 266n5 
trusteeship, 63, 256n6 
Tucker, jerry, 2, 4, 73 
Turner, Chuck, 169 

Uehlein, Joe, 78 
unemploymem, 89, 160; during Great 

Depression, 20, 247n7; social insur
ance and, 19; in South Africa, 191; 
structural, 89, [ 69, 260n [ 3  

unilateral ism, 97-98 
Union of Needle Trades, Industrial and 

Textile Employees, see UNITE 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(USSR), see Soviet Union/Soviet bloc 
UNITE, 76, 90, 137-38, 170, 259nn1,2; 

UNITE for Dignity, 264n 1 6  
UNITE HERE!, [ , 4, [aS, [ 37, 140, 149, 

170, 245n4, 258n[ 2, 259n 1 ,  269n5, 
275n7; see also Change to Win 

United Auto Workers (UAW), 30, 3 5 , 47, 
73-74, 125, 159, 250n9, 269nI; 
agreemem between General Motors 
and (see Treaty of Detroit); caucuses 
in, 49, 2S7n3; Communist Party and, 
24, 28, 38;  core jurisdiction of, 134, 
1 3 5; District 65, 1 7 1 ;  Flint sit-down 
strike of, 2 1 ,  22, 249n24; Leadership 
Administration, 254nI; local unions 
in, 205; UFW strike supported by, 3 3 ;  
unemployment coullcils of, 169 

United Brotherhood of Carpenters and 
Joiners of America, 1, 70-71, 126-27, 
140, 147; see also Change to Win 

United Community Construction Work
ers (UCCW), 50 

United Electrical, Radio and Machine 
Workers of America, 169 

United Electrical Workers, 28, 1 3 5  
United Farm Workers (UFW), I, 3 ,  4, 

32-33, [03, 25 8n 10, 275n9; straw
berry campaign of, 3 3 ,  74-7S; sec also 
Change to Win 

United Federation of Teachers (UFf), 
, 8 3  

United Food and Commercial Workers 
(UFCW), I, 3 3 ,  133, 155, 159, 255n9, 
2591l2, 269n1; California supermarket 
strike by, 10:1., [ 5 3-54; exit from A FL
CIO of, 4; jimmy Dean campaign of, 
103; see also Change to Win 

United Mine Workers of American 
(UMWA), 12, 19, 20, 3 5 ,  70, 135,  
255n10 

United Nations World Conference 
Against Racism, 8 [ 

United Paperworkers International 
Union, 72-73 

United Parcel Service (UPS), 75, 1 54, 
251nII 

United Steelworkers of America (USWA), 
4, 73-74, 79, 134, 180, 257n8; Ad 
Hoc Committee of, 184 

United Way, 169 
University of Massachusetts, Boston, 

2 5 5 n 1 0  
Uruguay, 2 1 4  
U.S. Labor Against the War (US LAW), 

72, 1 1 9, 14 [ 
U.S. Postal Service (USPS), 54, 56 
U.S. Steel, 18 

Vavi, Zwelinzima, 1 3 2  
Venezuela, 1 [4,  190, 2 1 4  
Vera Cruz, Philip, 25 8n l O  
Vietnam War, 30, 35, 4 1 , 41., 102, [79 
Villaraigosa, Amonio, 104 
Voices @ Work Campaign, 77 
Volcker, I'aul, 43, 25 3nn4,7 
Vans/Pavilion grocery chain, 1 5 3  
Vukans, 2 54n4 

Wagner Act, see National Lnbor Rela
tions Act 

Wali Street Journal, 3 1  
Wnl-Mart, 104, 140, [ 5 3 ,  [ 5 5 ,  [ 9 5 ,  

270n3 
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Washington Consensus, II5, 117, 2.65n4 
Waterman, Peter, 190 
Weaver, James B., 247n[ 
welfare state, 2.7, 4 [ ,  42., 2.50n:l.; repeals 

of programs of, 77-78 
Welsh, Bob, 85, 86, [ 2.3 ,  [ 5 5  
West Germany, 41 
white supremacism, 12, 16, 167 
wildcat strikes, 2.2.,46 
Wilhelm, John, 140 
Wills, George, 274n [ 
Wilson, Woodrow, [ 8 ,  [ 9  
Wimpsinger, William, 2.0[ 
Winant, Howard, 235 
Willlljng for Working Families, 1 5 0  
Wobblies, see Industrial Workers o f  the 

World 
women, [ 57-58, [79, [ 8 [ ,  [84, 202; 

community leadership by, 160; exclu
sion of, [2.,  [ 5, [ 57, [ 67; in Global 
South, [ 89--90; in industrial unions, 
21, 246n13; reproductive rights of, 43, 
95 

Wood, El1en M., 92 

Wood, Jim, 102 
workers' centers, 175-76 
working people's assemblies, [ 77-78, 

>oS 
Workplace Project (Long Island, New 

York), [ 7 6  
World Bank, 37. 80, 265n4 
World Social Forum, 2.14; Africa. 

274nl8 
World Trade Organi7�'1tion (WTO), 

78-79, 9 6, [94, 208, 2.58n [ 6  
World War I, [ 3, [ 6, [ 9, 2.3 
World War II, 24, 32, 98, [99,  250n3 

Yalta Agreement, 24, 27 
Yokich, Steve, 125 
Yom Kippur War, 2)3n8 
Young, Coleman, [ 59 
Young Lords Party, 50 

Zeitlin, Maurice, 24, 205-6 
Zellers, Jim, 63-66, 256n7 
Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions 

(ZerU), 274111l 
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A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R S  

Bill Fletcher, Jr., is a longtime Left activist in the labor and African American 
movements. He is a senior scholar with the Institute for Policy Studies in Wash
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