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Introduction

The American labor movement, no less than the labor movements of other countries, is about the power of numbers, united in action, to democratize decision-making at work and in government to achieve social justice. The American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) has been a premier electioneering organization in American national politics for liberal Democrats, regularly turning-out union members at higher rates than the general public and thereby accounting for a disproportionately high percentage of actual voters.  But a second development substantially reduces its political influence; namely, the labor movement is proportionately a much smaller presence in the labor force today than a generation ago and thus labor votes punch less weight in policy-making. Where the American labor movement has faltered badly is in organizing employees at their places of work. From 1975 to 2007 the number of American workers who belong to a union declined almost every year. Currently there are about 13 million union members.  In 1995, disputes over labor’s declining political and workplace fortunes ignited a leadership struggle in the federation which was won by the insurgent New Voice coalition that supported the presidential bid of John Sweeny from the Service Employees International Union (SEIU), who promised a new era dedicated to reviving labor’s public role. But in 2005 the AFL-CIO split apart when seven unions left to form the Change to Win (CTW) coalition. Since then the combined records of the two labor federations is mixed in politics and organizing. Union membership increased slightly in 2007—some unions gained and some lost members in both union federations—while the 2006 Democratic Congressional victory may auger a liberal reform revival which may help the unions.
Labor and Political Development
The changing size and influence of organized labor in American politics must be placed in the context of historical developments in American politics and society. The major explanations for labor’s political role can be grouped by their emphasis on economic and institutional forces, situational factors like coalitional opportunities and organizing efforts, and ideological visions about labor in American society.  Some of the forces which have shaped the labor movement’s long-run slide continue to operate today, such as job shifts in the economy, while others have been turned to the unions’ potential advantage, such as improved race relations and immigrant mobilization. Still others have received little attention from the broader policy-making networks through which unions have historically worked with liberal Democrats. Non-labor liberals have not recently demonstrated a commitment to union goals for employment and income security because they seem incompatible with an innovative economy which is open to the world. The survival of union-backed class-based social reform depends on addressing this apparent incompatibility. 
The changing place of unions in American politics is indicated by the declining rate of union membership since 1952. Class-based social reform reached its apex when union membership peaked at 36.2% of the labor force in 1952. Despite strong economic growth in the 1960’s the union rate fell to 27.3% in 1970. The private sector decline was greater because of the rise of public sector unionization during the 1960’s. Membership fell further to 23% in 1980, 16.8% in 1988, 13.5% in 2000 to about 11% today.  Changes in economic structure partly account for this trend because of their impact on patterns of employment. In the postwar era, rising real incomes were associated with changing patterns of consumer demand from manufactured goods and food to social and business services; productivity gains (resulting from technological change and competition-induced adjustments) had negative employment effects in core industries; and regional shifts in job growth and investment both within the United States and between the U.S. and other countries changed the location of employment. Each of these contributed to changes in the structure of employment and, hence, to changes in union organization. In general, unions have suffered huge membership losses in manufacturing since the 1970’s as millions of jobs have disappeared while the potential for union organization in the growing service industries has so far only begun to be tapped. However, economic structure is far from the whole explanation for the changing place of unions in American development. The ability to organize workers depends on the institutional rules of employment relations and business strategies, which in turn depend on the broader organization of American electoral politics and the leadership projects which animate those politics.
The national profile of union membership significantly expresses the changing institutional contours of American party politics in the last half of the 20th century. Well into the 1960’s union membership was very high in the manufacturing region which stretched from the northeast to the northwest, but very low in agriculture everywhere and in all sectors in the south. Unions were an essential partner of the New Deal Democratic Party because of their organizational prowess in the north and because union and party leaders shared a vision of America’s future as a liberal democratic welfare state. The AFL-CIO was a critical election organization for the Democrats; the federation maintained a formidable lobbying presence in Washington; and top union leaders were regularly consulted by Democratic presidents. The regional profile of union membership was significantly an outcome of the coalitional quality of the Democratic Party. Southern Democrats successfully shaped the National Labor Relations Act of 1935 to omit union rights for agricultural workers, perpetuate racial discrimination in private sector employment until the 1964 Civil Rights Act, enabled southern state policies to block effective union organization through the 1947 Taft-Hartley amendments to the NLRA, and denied public sector collective bargaining rights in the 1970’s. During the civil rights revolution of the 1960’s, white southern voters began a rapid shift to the Republican column in presidential elections, a trend which eventually spread to Congressional and state elections in the 1980’s and 1990’s. Therefore, even though equal employment opportunity was established and the southern economy was industrialized, the historical institution of low union membership in the south was perpetuated in the new employment context of growing social and business services. Today there is still a distinct regional divergence in union membership. 
In the north, unions also declined, which affected political coalitions in northern states. In part the decline of union membership was a function of the same regional disparity in party politics and labor policy which preserved the south as a non-union employment arena in which private employers dominated. For example, northern textile and garment firms relocated to the south in the 1950’s and 1960’s, becoming non-union as a result of the move. Moreover, southern-based firms which grew as the southern economy expanded sought to do business nationwide on a non-union basis. For example, the construction industry led a determined anti-union movement among national employers in the late 1960’s and 1970’s, which contributed to the formation of the Business Roundtable, the lobbying organization of top CEOs.  One outcome of the successful employers’ movement was to hobble the administration of the national labor law by the National Labor Relations Board and to stimulate the policy shift to de-regulation and welfare retrenchment at the end of the 1970’s. The Business Roundtable was instrumental in blocking labor law reform in Congress in 1978 and electing Ronald Reagan in 1980; President Reagan appointed an outspoken leader of the anti-union movement to chair the NLRB in 1981. The anti-union movement also was very effective in defeating union organizations in meatpacking, garment manufacturing, mining, and elsewhere in the 1980’s and 1990’s.  Finally, when foreign-based manufacturing firms began to invest in the U.S. in the 1980’s, they too located in the non-union southern states. For example, Japanese and German auto companies established extensive non-union operations in the U.S. to supply the U.S. market, which reduced the share of auto jobs which were unionized. Loss of (or failure to establish) union density made it much harder for unions to enforce industry-wide employment standards, which reinforced competitive labor market conditions and placed increasing pressure on the contract terms in the unionized segment. Since the 1980’s, manufacturing unions in autos and other industries have engaged in defensive “concessions” bargaining.  In 2007 in collective bargaining with the American auto companies, the United Auto Workers Union chose to protect pay and benefits for its senior members and to abandon newly-hired workers to market-rate (i.e. much lower) pay. 
In sum, American government structure framed the partisan politics of postwar economic development and the role of organized labor in these developments.  Members of Congress who were elected from states and local districts wrote national laws which perpetuated state legislative authority in labor relations and civil rights. The nationalizing qualities of labor reform of the New Deal Democracy which protected employees from discrimination by employers for union activity were blunted by sub-national and sectoral forces, especially in the southern legislatures and local governments. The weakening of northern-based unions since the 1960’s and their failure to penetrate the south undermined voter support for liberal Democrats and turned a number of northern states into competitive arenas for Republican presidential and gubernatorial candidates in the 1970’s and 1980’s. Republican Party leaders capitalized union weakness and managerial strength by adopting “neo-liberal” policies to deregulate labor markets, protect managerial authority in labor-management relations, and to press for international commercial and financial integration, all of which furthered the unions’ troubles with declining membership. 

Labor’s Responses to Political Change Since the 1970’s
The political problems of organized labor are three-fold. One is that the Republican Party and the anti-union employers out-organized it. The second is that the Democratic Party changed because of the mass social movements of the 1960’s and 1970’s.  The movements for African-American civil rights, Chicano rights, women’s rights, gay rights, anti-imperialism, for the environment—these and others—all gravitated to the Democratic Party and turned it into a congeries of reform factions of which unions were simply one (even if an especially resourceful one). Many traditional labor leaders felt threatened by the new movements’ demands and became estranged from the New Democratic office-holders. Although the Democrats adopted a more socially liberal platform, in economic and labor policy the Party hardly moved in a pro-union direction. On the contrary, the labor movement found itself sidelined by both parties’ shift to “neo-liberal” policy strategies. The third problem is that the economy changed in ways that required unionists to re-think their vision of social justice. The primary challenge has been to demonstrate how unions are still relevant in the contexts of public law to protect individual rights at work and international economic integration. Many activists argue that the key to a stronger liberal Democratic Party and union movement is the coalescence of the movements and organized labor on a new agenda for international justice. About a dozen unions have worked together since the 1970’s independently of the AFL-CIO Executive Council to re-knit the tattered fabric of their alliances with non-labor liberals in such coalitions as the Progressive Alliance, the Citizen Labor Energy Coalition, the Central America Working Group in the 1980’s, Jobs With Justice, and immigrants’ rights groups. 
Top federation leaders’ responses to their declining influence were remarkably nonchalant until the 1980’s. In part this was an outcome of the institutional qualities of the AFL-CIO which perpetuated commitments made long before conditions changed. For example, the federation had one president from 1955 to 1979, George Meany, who was committed to Cold War liberalism and who (with his top lieutenants) excoriated critics of U.S. foreign policy, including other union leaders. The federation’s organizational structure favored continuity of leadership and close relations with Congressional Democrats rather than internal debate and re-assessments of political strategies. Meany’s successor, Lane Kirkland, also was a Cold Warrior, but Reagan’s election motivated him to search for new methods to bolster union influence over economic policy.  Among these methods was to create an Organizing Institute, a public relations office for the labor movement, and a study of the transformation of work.
Labor Regroups, Twice

However encouraging Kirkland’s initiatives might have been—and they were widely criticized among labor activists and considered half-hearted even by supporters—they gained little traction in the larger political arena. Union memberships were battered at work and Democrats did not help very much. Although the AFL and the Clinton administration Labor Department worked well together on international labor standards, the administration’s initiative for labor law reform was still-born and it promoted trade and social reform policies which were anathema to organized labor. When the Republican Party won control of both houses of Congress in 1994 for the first time since 1954, the crisis became acute.  A committee of eleven union leaders of the AFL-CIO launched an open campaign for the federation’s presidency, creating the first competition ever.  The insurgents called themselves the New Voice campaign and they elected John Sweeney. Sweeney’s coalition then took over most of the top leadership positions, brought more people of color and women into the leadership, including many former New Left unionists, and launched new initiatives to raise labor’s profile in national political debates and in American government.  
A significant theme in Sweeney’s leadership was to recommit organized labor to a broad social reform mission, which has led to new alliances with many non-labor liberal groups, plus new links with gay and lesbian activists and support for immigration and immigrants’ rights. The AFL-CIO notched a few legislative victories in the late 1990’s—such as a minimum wage increase and defeats of fast-track trade authority and the Republican’s Team Act—and demonstrated that it could regain its stride as an electoral organization, contributing to Democratic gains in the Congressional elections of 1998, 2000 and 2006 plus the popular presidential victories for Clinton in 1996 and Gore in 2000. However, the AFL-CIO did not raise the rate of union membership, although some unions had successes.  One cause of the problem was the collapse of effective protection for union organizing by the NLRB.  In response, the AFL-CIO decided to gain union representation without the NLRB, first by launching pressure campaigns to convince employers to allow union recognition by the card-check method rather than an NLRB election and, second, by lobbying Congress to pass the Employee Free Choice Act, which would require the same thing. Yet, in the meantime, the failure of Sweeney to make much progress led to a new split in the labor movement. In 2003 the New Unity Partnership was formed by four unions as a separate union organizing alliance and it criticized Sweeney’s political focus. In 2005 these unions—eventually seven in all—quit the AFL-CIO to form the Change to Win Coalition (CTW).  CTW is an alliance of union leaders—a small executive committee with centralized decision-making authority over the direction of CTW—who are devoted to a strategy to increase union density in specific industries in order to raise workers’ leverage over wages and working conditions. The CTW industries are sectors whose products are largely not tradable (i.e. not much affected by international trade competition and therefore are potentially susceptible to organizing regardless of national economic policy), such as home health care and hospitals, hotel and hospitality, trucking, construction, and farm labor and food processing. The leader of CTW is Andy Stern of the SEIU, Sweeney’s old union. At the same time as the CTW leaders emphasize rank and file organizing campaigns, Stern has worked with employers to gain agreements on card checks, neutrality agreements in organizing campaigns in exchange for the union’s desisting in other places, and bi-partisan cooperation. All of these tactics have created intense debates within the SEIU and the broader labor movement. Moreover, the CTW has decided after all to participate aggressively in the 2008 elections.
The Challenge of Labor for American Politics Today
The unions have demonstrated their electoral skills and their capacity for innovative coalition-building and lobbying.  But the test remains to convince coalition partners in the liberal Democratic Party that the unions are critical to their agenda in the changed society of the early 21st century. Women and African-Americans are legally equal participants at work while corporations have shifted to network forms of organization in which co-workers may have separate employers and live in different countries. Many non-labor middle class voters have prospered in an economy that is de-regulated, flexible, and dependent on high-end professional skills. The middle classes have benefited from cheap imports and low-wage services. Non-union workers have benefited from the rights revolution. What alternative vision of a successful and just economy can union leaders offer to political allies to convince them that working class organization is in their interest? And without a reformed institutional framework for labor management which such a coalition could bring about, it seems unlikely that organized labor will have an important part in American society.
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