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FOR'IHELASTSOYEARS the strategy of the labor bureaucracy has been a parm-slﬁpbetwmt}w
‘union bureaucracy and the cap:l:ahsta ‘based on a trade-off: increased wagesfor conlml over the prodaiction
process.

:nsLhe exchange seemed good fm most everyone involved. The orguuzed wotking dass got an increased
‘standard of living. The capitalists gained control over production. And the labor bureaucrats got sdme
security and protection from the rank and file. Therewenestill conflicts to be resolved, but fheseoould be
handled within a framework of common goals.

.+ This policy of class collaboration at ile workplace was parsllded in politics. "Prmu:e group " politics
fthlun the Democratic Party wias ¢he mechanism.

The partnership could only work in the context of a period of continued prasperity. With theend of easy
prospesity, the deal has been bresking down. The employers cannot afford it so easily. And why should
they? The whole purpose was to gain control over the workplm The employers have new ways to keep
the workforce docile (like threats of plant closings), and the union bureaucracy’s adherence to old work
rules and procedures is itself an obstacle to greater employer contral. The result has been the ’employus
.;oﬁens;w against the working class and the trade urdons.

. The weakness of the labor movement has facilitated the employers’ offensive. Even i in ils area o&grufest
strengﬂx —contract bargaining— the labor movement is taking & beating. While the declmeofhbor‘bpomr
has been a 10-year trend, the unions have gone through the “zern” point, shifting from a pretcme of ag-
gressive bargaining to a decisively defensive stand.
~For example, two years ago the UAW was in contract negotiations. There was notalkcfooncemom
While the UAW warned it was in a weak position because of a soft economy, discussion arpund the con-
tract was whether enough had been won. Today the vontract discussion is on which things wﬂf be conced-
ed. The bnly talk ofwmninghas to do with seats onbcardsofdirectom,phmwyproﬁt—shanngs:hums
etc.

“In the Teamsters, the struggie is to save the Master Freight Agreement. In steel, the union is adnaﬂy ry-

ing save the ENA ("no-strike pledge”).
. The relationship between the unions and the government has also gone fhrough a manked cbansn Four
'years ago, the unions denounced wage-price freezes. Today, major unions accept wage freezes (and even
rollbacks) without a prebense of price or profit control. In the case of the Chrysler bailout, the government
dictated the conditions, which became the pattern for othér bargaining. In Detroit more recently the state
Jegislature required the city to negotiate concessions from the city workers.

Not only is labor winning nothing new, but the ald victories (induding unemployment computsatmn and
socxal security) are in jeopardy.

* * *

For the bulk of the trade union bureaucracy, the response tolabor’s deoumngpowetbasbeenknez—ierk
-—even more tlass collaboration,

Politically, the AFLACIO leadership is trying to tighten its ties to the national Democratic Par!y machine,
They are pushing labor endorsements in the primaries and supporting party rule changes to allow the na-
tional Democratic Party to intervene in local candidate selection. The task is to weed out the reformers, the
leftists, the ferninists; the gays, and the “amateurs” who are respmxble far the weakness of the Democratic
Party.
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In direct dealings with'individual capitalists the labor bureacuracy is trying to find new offerings t0 main-
tain class callaboration. Union bureaucrats are now exclaiming about “imaginative innovations”-and taking
great pride in programs that every decent trade unionist would have derounced 10 years ago. No-strike
agreements, union officers on company boards, productwity drives, absentee controls. These are all em-
braced under names like “employee involvement” and “quality of work life.”

The union bureaucracy is 50 desperate to hold on to its position and prestsge that it is wx!img to give up
abmost anything else. But what is even more dangerous is that these views are also embraced by the ramk
and file, Productivity drives are accepted not simply because they are sugar-coated with “quality of work
life” rhetoric, but because they are actually seen as a way —perhaps the only way— to hold onto jobs.

Most workers realize that simple industrial militancy as a total program will not work. The threat that
companies will respond to militancy with plant closings is credible, especially in individoal cases, The rank
and file, offered industrial miktancy without a full program by the left or the bureaucracy's strategy of col-
laboration; is increasingly cynical. The rank and file has a sense of powerlessness and the corresponding at-
titude. that the future is tied to cooperation with the industry/company.

‘Recently, the labor leadership, in particular its sociat-unionist wing, has raised the idea of pelmca} action
s a substitute for militant struggle. The campaigns for a “veto proof” Congress in 1974, Carter in 1976, and
. Kennedy in 1980 were offered to the membership as solutions to-problems (like unempioyment} whxch\uiw-
Iy affected workers, but could not be addressed through collective bargsining.

in the past period, we did argue that labor’s strength both at the bargaining table and in the political arena
) lay in the mobilization of the rank and file and not with reliance on liberal politicians, But in our every day
- work we esnphasized the economic struggle against the employers. We took this approach for two reasons.
First, for us and those we worked with the idea that significant gains could be made through collective

bargaining was credible, and significant advances in angoing rank and file organization were, in fact, made
" through basit contract struggles. Secand our assessment was that there was no real audlemc for the labor
party idea and that therefore the labor party was mot "actionable.”

This led to a kind of ideological inversion, with the labor bureaucrats arguing for a broad polit«cal
strategy {which in some versions contained ideas Tike full employment through national planning and the
. need for an alliance between labor and the other oppressed groups in society) and the left: demandiug a
feturn to militant collective bargaining.

- 'We can no longer view political action as either an evasion by the labor leadership or as something for the
rank and file movement “down the road.” We can no longer claim with credibility that industrial militancy
alone can meet the challenge of the employers, even in the short run,

An adjustment in theory and practice is nieeded. The left in in the urions must develop a program of
pohtxcal action to complement the program of industrial action,

. The role of our industrial program is to point the general direction the unions must take if they are to

weather the employers’ onslaught {see Kim Moody's article in Changes ont “The Rark and File Movement”].
As pertinent as these ideas are, it is unlikely that they will become general union practice for some time. In
~ fact, we expect this will not happen until-e new-leadership emerges within the unions, For pow we hopeto
win the labor leff to those ideas so that it can define itself in the struggle dver Iabor's future. Such a program
is a tactical guide. We do not propose that it be imposed on every opposition caucus and contract cealition.
It is a sign post, a direction,

Likewise, a program for political action is something we are proposmg and developing with a broader
Jayer of radical unionists, We do not expect our program to become union policy soon, Like the industrial
program, its implementation depends on the reform forces. Nor do we wish to impose it on every rank and

- file group etc. We do. believe that a political strategy is as Iecessary as an industrial orle.

There is always more than one response to a set of social conditions. Class collaboration and
powerlessness is the dominant respanse, but it is not a Jong-term solution for the labos' movement, At the
same time, there is a very different response — much smaller but ngmﬁcant in that it represents the direc-
tion forward for labor,

There are activists in the trade union movement who recognize that the limitations of contract bargain-
ing, the threat of multinationals, and the role of the government do not point to giving up militancy. Rather
the answer to run-away corporations is to stop them politically, combined with stili wider industrial
militancy {eg, the secondary bocyott) which in return will require a pohtu:al offerwive. The answer to a

stagnant economy is political, The answer to the government’s hostility to unions is political, Further, there
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is wider recognition that labor's “traditional” relationship with the Democratic Party has been pmblemauc

~and that labor meeds more indeperdent strength. If something as mild as labor faw reform could not be won

in a "veto proof” Congress with a Democratic president, the whole strategy has to be called into question.

{,abm is being, mnc:vred as Democrats compete with Republicans as tax cuters, deregulators, and defense
1ders .

Vxxt ually. evrery wing of the iabor bumaucracy, except possibly the Teamsters, is aware of the failure of
1abor s political efforts, In spite of a significant increase in political activity, organization, and techrique by
the unions over the past decade, labor’s influence has visibly dedined at virtually every level of American
political life. This failure is not primarily due to.any lack of effort by the bureaucracy, but to the type of
political action. That is, theaitempt to but-bid and out-work the ruling class for influence in the Democratic
Party, state legislatures, and Congress within the context of dependence on: capitalist pariies and politicians,
doomed virtually every political initiative by .S, labor in the past 40 years. With the explosion of media
politics, in which money counis more than leg work, and with the lock-step move te the rignt by the
American ruling class, failure has tormed into rout.

It should come as no surprise, therefore, that for the first time in many years the tiny sectior of the labor
* ‘movement which: seriously discusses a labor party and independent political action has broadened.

The fight to spread this sentiment and to build a genuine movement for a labor party within the urGons,
' however, does not arise in a political vacuuwm. The debate over “new” political strategies for laboris, inffac?,
" a three-sided ane. The “vfficial” AFL-CIO strategy is ti tighten. the structure of the Democratic Patty and
" boost the level of labor representation in the Party’s leadesship bodies. The first step toward that strategy
was taken earlier this year when Democratic National Committee was re-organized to includé a small
aumber of top labor leaders. The strategry of much of the more liberal and social dernocratic sections of the
bureaucracy continues to be the ever-futile attempt to reform the Deamocratic Party, making it into a more
consistently liberal party — or in some variants even 3 labor party. Advocates of both stratvgtes con-
template a more direct, official role by labor in primaries, -

" These strategies overlap with 2nd color the etl'rer aspects of labor political action ~ lobbying, mass
demonstrations, other pressure tactics. In particular, the phoney letterhead coalitions which engage in ac-
“tion formaHy independent of the Demotratic Party, are seen as the vehicle for increasing labor influénice in
*the Democratic Party. Like labor's funct'omng in the Democratic Party these coalitions are bureaticratic
and sterile. The mass base of the coalitions are excluded from dedision-making, and often from any form of
pasticipation, just as uriion members are excluded from decisions over labor'’s electoral activities,

The notion of an independerit labor party and the aflied notion of mass direct political action represent an
alternative so the two major strategies row heing debated. Furthermore, the labor party idea represents the
only strategy that speaks to the fundamental reasom for labor’s political decline (and sirrultaneously the
reasch why the (‘1hf‘r two strategies will (ax}} - the dependence on the partins and politicians of ancther
class,

The effects of the emplcyers’ offensive, the collapse of the Roosevelt coalition, and the general awareness
+thatsome form of political rea’fjgmmem isJikely in the ‘80s adds extra strength to the labor pacty idea Addi-
tionally, until recently the vatiants on changing the Democratic Party had the field to themselves, The Iabor
party idea was thought of as unreal — and kept a sileit point of principle Ib¥ a small nuraber of socialists -—
because no visible body' of sentiment in avor of it vould be pointed to. This is beginning to change.

# At the Labor Notes Udnference, there was a ligh level of agreéément among the left in the unions on
the labor party. Tomy Mazzoochi's (Health and Safety Diréctor of the Qil, Chemical and Atomic Workerns)
.., keynote address focused on the labor party, unsolicited by canference organizers. The audience voiced
"disappointment that Mazzocrchi had no perspectives for action on the labor party. _

.. % A left-wing has developed in DSOC which is interested in labor umiependent pohncal action,”

> 1400 dx.}('ga tes at the Amalgamated Clothing end Textile Workers convention voted unamm«us‘iy to
support mdeprndmt Inbor candidates in state and local elections. Amendmg a resolution on political ac-
" tion, the motion calls for endomsement of independent canclidates who represent the ‘interests of labor.
... . » Over 400 members and local leaders attended an American Federation of Government Emp@ayees M-

" tional leaderslnp conference in May, 1981 and adopted a resolution calling for intensified pcbbcal action to
"defeat Reagan’s culs. Not included in the resolution, but  topic of much delate, was the question of a new,
independent party for the labor movement. Perhaps a thind of those present would support the call for a
new party, and many others were inferested in further discussion of the question, A motion cailing ffor a
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Fture discussion throughout the AFGE was passed.

» 120 California Iocal union officials met May 15 to discuss steprs towa:és & labor party. Ar ongoing Bay
Area Coalition for a Labor Party already exists. ;

» The Machinists seem to be seriously involved in tiying to chart some new political directions for labor,
Recent issues of the IAM newspaper, The Machinist, focus on “Rebuilding of America Act” (a labor
lpgislative program), developing more rank and file involvement in poltics, and boostmg the New
Pemocratic Party (Canada) experience as ¢ model for the [1.S.

An introduction to a series of articles on the NDP in The Machirist {(April, 1981) began:

Since the 1930 elections, & swell of sentiment has been suifacing around the country.£o establish a third political
party. Some iabor leaciers and members see the nearly 859 of elighble voters who either refused to votein the last
presidential election or who vored for a third candisdate 28 the base for buildirg such a progresiive or labor party.
Others, including AFL-CIO President Lane Kirkand, pppose such an idea, sceliing instead to try and bring the
Diemocraticc Party back to its founding principles. LAM President IWillian Winpisinger has pledged to work with
the AFL-CYO and try and refurhish the party. But he is also Jeaving open other options should that attenapt fail.

The central themes of mass politics we worl: to. d:wio;:( are:

k) The solutions to the problems facing labor today require a more political attack. Plant closings, health
and safety, capital shifts, anti-labor legislation, éte. must be met politically .

2) The problem with the labor movement's current involvement in politics is that it is the wrong kind , It
[lows from a- strategy of dlass zoflaboration and the “jurmior partner in capitalisin” notion. This “pressure
group” strategy isa dead end. The deck is overwhelmingly stacked against the labor movement when it tries
to compete with the business political action comunittees on their own terms (contributions, expert help,
media campaigns, etc.)

3} Industrial militancy today requires a poditical expression to carry its program if it is to be able to pose a
viable alternative to the unions,

4) The real pawer of the labor moverment is iy its abbility to mobilize masses of people -— mass politics.

5) Mass politics is not simply about election campaigns. [t is also demenstrations, political strikes, mass
lobbying, neighborhood and workplace organizing, efc.

) Mass politics cannot be carried out bureaucratically. It requires an active, conscicus rank and fileand
institutions where participation is real and democratic. Although most bureacrats would like, abstractly,
to bave a mass following, to actually do what is nexessary for mass participation would threaven tthie
bureacratic structure. Mass palitics will require a struggle parallel to and related to the stiuggle for union
demnocracy.

) Mass politics requires wirning the rank and file to the idea that it is right and essential that univas be
involved in politics as unions.

8) The Democratic Party strategy which depends on bwreasucratic relations, and fosters acceptamce of
class collaboration and worker powerlessness is a ma;or barrier to mass politics. The logical conclusica of
mass politics is a labor party.

9} Another question likely to arise down the road is runining labor candidates in Democratic primaries.
"This is a tactic currently being considered by many of those who hold the “‘reform the Democratic Party”
strategy. {t will also be raised, however, from penple who dio not hold that strategy and who are even far
the labor party idea. They will see this as a transition £o, or even a form of, independent political action. In
these cases we want to indicate our sympathy with their motives, but be clear that we believe this is a
mistaken direction. :

‘THESE IDEAS WILL HAVE TO BE popularized at different levels, arwd should be raised when rele-
vant to specific sitvations and not as some litany.

One level is expanding educational work. This would include msoluucms and articles on the meed for
mass politics and a Jabor party. Union papers, rank and file bulletins, party press, etc. are obvious placns
such articles should appear. Articles about labor and politics in other countrins are another way to raise this
issue.

Educational work could include local forums where the idea of independent palitical action can be
discussed, and the possibility of ninning independent labor candidates in upcoming elections can.be raised
at such forums.

Resolutions for union conventions also provide an opportunity to raise the labor party, with local resohu-
tiens preceeding the convention. In a few places, labor party vesolutions could be put forward at central
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Jabor bodies, state.and local, where there are enough officials to get a significant sminority vore,

The second fevel invdlves apportunities for-cose-union preanization,

For example, encourage the formation of broad committees to probe the question of taboy politics. The
Calitorrda Bay Area Coglition ynight ssrve. as a model.

Another ghategy is to develop a “labor platform” which could formulate and popularize & sevies of ideay
in the rark and file that are fundarsental labor demands in pelitics. Seelc union endorsement or this plat-
form., Organize activities such as demonstrations and wnass lobhying zround the platfarm or parts of it. Try
to establish the platform as a sinimum for candidates, Perhaps build vn the 1AM’ “Blueprint for
Rebullding America.”

The third level involves activities that would bufld genuine rank and file politicel mobilization as
undonists. This would indzde activities Jike demonstrations ard mass lobbying. It would alse indude
challenging the bureaucratic.procedures in the union to give the meeabership more control over political m-
volvement. For instance, attempts should e made to-have “candidates nights” at union rreekings, to have
union memebers vote on endorsements of candidates. Some of Hus may mean working.in some of the tradi-
tsional and bureaucratic union structuses like CAP and COPE, although this might only demonstrate the
necessity of working arous] them.

Where feasible, a limited number of labor candidates for local, etate and congressional elections can be
propased. They should run on a rodel fabaor platforos. and calf for a fabor party. Such candidates should be
unionists and have the endorsement of a significant number of locals, thaugh not necessarify of higher labor
bodies.

Thexe may be small radical third party movements like the Peace and Freedom Party ar the Citizen’s Par-
ty or independent candidates like Kess Cockerel in the future, Although these efforts tend to be overwhelm-
ingly middle class, when they estalffish sea credibility, they can be used to demonstrate the need for labor
to break with the Democratic Party. Seeking fabor support for these ef{lorts can raise the question of in-
dependent political actiont in.the labor mwowement.



