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The political and economic setting facing the union move-
ment today is, perhaps, the most difficult since the Great De-
pression.  Unions had already confronted two decades of un-
relenting assault from neoliberal policies of labour market 
flexibility, austerity and political conservatism.  Then, the 
global financial crisis ripped across the entire world market.  
The tally of financial losses is quite staggering. The US gov-
ernment alone has already committed $9 trillion to its finan-
cial sector in various forms to maintain solvency.  The sheer 
magnitude of the debt means that depressed economic con-
ditions are likely to be long-lasting, and the distributional 
struggles very intense over how the bad debt – ‘toxic assets’ 
is the euphemism of the day to disguise the massive market 
failure and incompetency of the financial sector – is de-
stroyed, socialized or inflated away.  
The financial chaos is causing untold damage to workers.  
The ILO has suggested that global job losses could reach as 
high as 51 million for 2009.   
 
Capitalist Strategies 
Competitive imperatives will compel capitalist firms (as well 
as state employers) to restructure workplaces and challenge 
union contracts.  This will build on what is now a three dec-
ades old ‘employers’ offensive’. 
The offensive emerged in the late 1970s as capitalists at-
tempted to restore company profitability and control over 
the labour process after considerable erosion over the post-
war boom.  The rate of profit had fallen by about half over the 
postwar decades across virtually all zones of the world mar-
ket.  The decline in profit rates coincided with a push by un-
ions and workers to gain an increasing share of output, to 
expand public services and to address inequalities facing 
women and racial minorities.  These efforts were backed by 
the largest and longest strike wave in the history of the ad-
vanced capitalist countries from the mid-1960s to across the 
1970s. 
The capitalist classes responded with a number of strategies 
to the union militancy and declining profits.  At the level of 
the state, neoliberal policies from the 1980s on deregulated 

markets imposed fiscal austerity, cut welfare, liberalized 
trade and capital flows and so on.  In terms of work-
places, this meant increased ‘flexibility’ in terms of job 
controls, wages and employment.  
Firms have re-organized their labour processes into in-
ternational production networks and shifted work into 
low-wage, weak-union production zones.  Information 
and communications technologies have facilitated the 
introduction of ‘lean production’ intensifying work proc-
esses.  Employers have broken with ‘standard’ work ar-
rangements and increasingly resort to contingent work 
arrangements, cheap migrant labour pools and tempo-
rary work programmes.  In collective bargaining, unions 
increasingly trade-off wage restraint and workplace con-
cessions against job security, agree to co-management 
schemes for firm competitiveness, and even enter into 
‘voluntary recognition agreements’ to gain members 
while giving up the right to strike and other job controls.  
The employers’ offensive has made ‘competitive union-
ism’ the dominant practice, in both the public and pri-
vate sectors, in North America. 
In terms of wages the focus was on curbing real wage 
gains for workers and breaking a linkage between pro-
ductivity gains and annual wage improvements.  More 
of output increases would thus go toward profits.   
The economic crisis has made employers even more 
militant in their demands for wage austerity and conces-
sions.  One strategy has been cuts to negotiated health 
benefits (insurance plans in the US) for current employ-
ees and retirees, as well as other benefits.  Another 
emerging strategy is to redefine – or even walk away 
from – pension obligations, as has occurred in the steel 
and auto sectors and in numerous non-unionized com-
panies.  Work intensification is also occurring as workers 
are being pushed to give up time-off, holidays, work 
breaks, and so forth.  
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New Political Openings? 
Marx argued in Capital that each phase of accumulation 
contained the seeds of its own destruction. The internal 
contradictions of neoliberalism are now readily apparent: 
fictitious capital and debt massively growing relative to the 
growth of productive capacity and the deterioration of pub-
lic services; wage compression leading to increasingly in-
debted working classes and unstable conditions for effec-
tive demand; the undermining of extra-market regulatory 
capacities to constrain capitalist competition, speculative 
bubbles and fraud as an endemic feature of financialization; 
and huge international payments imbalances reinforcing 
dependence on the world market while spreading its poten-
tial instabilities.    
Neoliberal and free market ideology is now totally discred-
ited.  But capitalist strategies and government policies are 
attempting to reconstruct neoliberalism as the basis for 
again restoring capitalist profitability. This is the political 
challenge the union movement now faces.  
Existing union strategies are neither confrontational enough 
to challenge capitalist workplace strategies after years of 
concessions.  Nor are they politically ambitious enough to 
form the necessary anti-capitalist strategies to form the po-
litical agendas and organizational capacities to forge an al-
ternate approach to the crisis.   
There are, however, several hopeful signs of union renewal 
that could begin to chart a new direction.  In North America, 
some of this has come from ‘living wage’ struggles led by 
local labour councils in major cities, in alliance with commu-
nity groups, to reach out to the low-waged and unorgan-
ized, who are predominantly women and people of colour.  
The mass immigrants’ rights May Day protests, as well as the 
day-to-day campaigns for the protection of non-status 
workers, have taken place outside the main union move-
ments, but also led to new linkages and alliances.  A number 
of campaigns – notably some of the anti-privatization strug-
gles around healthcare, universities and municipal services – 
have had successes across several countries.  These commu-
nity-union alliances, often coupled with major campaigns 
and demonstrations, suggest enormous potential. 
There also have been interesting examples of a new organ-
izational internationalism amongst unions. The efforts to 
coordinate aspects of collective bargaining in the steel, auto 
and healthcare sectors, extending from North America to 
both Europe and Latin America, to confront work issues 
spread across international production networks, is one ex-

ample.  The campaign against the militantly anti-union Wal-
Mart is also suggestive.   
In the context of the economic crisis, it is necessary to form 
a set of demands that might converge across different 
struggles and sectors to embed an anti-market logic in bar-
gaining that might offset the worst features of the slow-
down.  In terms of workplace struggles, a core set of cam-
paigns might be: (1) the fight against concessions in wages 
and benefits; (2) in the preservation of negotiated pensions; 
(3) building in annual reductions in work-time within wage 
negotiations; (4) support for plant occupations and commu-
nity seizure of assets, particularly in cases of bankruptcy and 
firms receiving state subsidies;  and (5) and extension of all 
other forms of hours reduction in terms of parental leaves, 
annual holidays, over-time, and so on.  A set of union de-
mands directed at the economic crisis is also important: (6) 
the overhaul or unemployment insurance systems in terms 
of benefits, principles of eligibility and administration; (7) 
industrial strategies directed at ecologically responsible pro-
duction; (8) massive extension of ‘green jobs’ in the culture, 
leisure, and sporting sectors; (9) nationalization of the bank-
ing sector; (10) building a national childcare system; (11) 
nationalization of the transportation sector and develop-
ment of a national mass transit strategy; and (12) establish-
ment of a national housing programme. 
 
Ways Ahead 
These types of demands, of course, have been percolating 
through the union and socialist movement for some time.    
They will depend on reversing the decline of the union 
movement and the wider impasse of the Left.  Working class 
political organization has in the past achieved a great deal:  
leading de-colonisation struggles; campaigning for the ex-
pansion of freedoms and equality to women and racial and 
sexual minorities; improving wages and benefits; and agitat-
ing for the extension of universal welfare states.   
The social forces that achieved these gains are now quite 
something else: the communist parties have all but disap-
peared even in places where they once held power (or they 
have made their peace with capitalism as in China); the so-
cial democratic parties now chart a ‘Third Way’ and no 
longer even pose a reform agenda to neoliberalism; unions 
are in retreat; and many civil society movements have 
evolved into professionalised NGOs navigating the grant 
economy.  The central political coordinates for labour move-
ments over the last century – being for or against the Rus-
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sian revolution; attempting a vanguard seizure of the exist-
ing state apparatus or reforming it piecemeal; conceiving 
unions as primarily the industrial wing of this or that politi-
cal party – no longer provide any kind of map for the strug-
gles unions and workers now confront.  
For a brief moment, it seemed as if a decentralized ‘network 
politics’ – a ‘movement of movements’ – would provide, if 
not a map for the future, a renewed political capacity for the 
Left.   It was represented in the hopeful ‘Teamsters and Tur-
tles’ slogan of the heady days of the anti-globalization 
movement.  But apart from episodic demonstrations and 
annual social justice fairs, the networks have broken apart 
more often than they have provided new organizational 
nodes.  There has been almost a complete lack of organiza-
tional grounding in the day-to-day struggles of working 
class communities, workplaces and unions.   
This ‘anti-power’ politics is now being eclipsed by new po-
litical experiments beginning from – and not against – or-
ganizational commitments to unions and political parties.  
In Latin America, this has taken place under the banner of 
building 21st century socialism in a number of countries.  A 
‘new’ New Left appears to be emerging from the margins in 
Greece, Germany, France, Portugal and other places as well. 
From their anchor in workplace struggles and in particular 
communities, a renewed union movement is a crucial com-
ponent of such a new Left.  Indeed, in representing the deep 
diversity of workers and their issues – in terms of gender, 
racial background, sexual diversity, and so forth – unions 
have been leading society in this area over the period of 
neoliberalism rather than following it.  Moving on will re-
quire forming new political capacities and an organizational 
openness and creativity that the Left in North America has 
not shown for some time.  That realization is always the 
point of a new beginning. 
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