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The Labor Aristocracy: 
The Material Basis for 
Opportunism in 
The Labor Movement 
Part II: The U.S. Labor Movement 

Since World War II 

by Max Elbaum and Robert Seltzer 

Introduction 

For almost 40 years, several generations of U.S. communists have 
been regularly predicting an imminent radical (sometimes even 
"revolutionary") upsurge in the political motion of the U.S. working 
class. The basis for such optimism-which has never been realized-has 
been a touching faith that monopoly capitalism's historically deter­
iorating position will spontaneously unleash the revolutionary potential 
of the U.S. working class and an equally ritualistic belief that 
capitalism's decline proceeds in a simple, uninterrupted downward 
motion. 

Today a similar simple-mindedness is being reproduced in the ranks of 
the communist movement. Once again, the readily visible dislocations of 
the U.S. economy are being greeted as the inevitable harbingers of a new 
political consciousness in the ranks of labor. Once again, every ruthless 
victory won by capital-such as the breaking of the air-controllers' 
strike-is seen as giving rise to a new dimension of class consciousness 
bound to affect even the highest strata of the workers. And once again, 
the slightest political motion by the trade union leadership to act in 
defense of organized labor's economic position-such as the AFL-CIO-
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preparation of this article. They included Jan Gilbrecht, Fred Lass, and Randy 
Sewell, San Francisco Bay Area; Susan Reed, Detroit; Barbara Roth, Boston; 
and George Vlasits, Baltimore. 

69 




















































