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T

he 2008 economic crisis and its aftermath were viewed by many as the
‘Lazarus moment’ for the US left. After all, here was a crisis brought
about by the classic contradictions of capitalism playing out on a political
landscape shaped by vast and growing disparities of wealth and power.
In familiar left foundational mythologies, this was a moment that would
give rise to revolution or, at the very least, a ‘new New Deal’. And there
was no shortage of commentary proclaiming no less than neoliberalism’s
death agonies.1 Yet the left has been spectacularly unsuccessful in crafting a
coherent response to this crisis, much less influence the terms of debate about
its causes and solutions. The exaggerated proclamations of the beginning of
the end of neoliberalism, unjustifiably inflated expectations of the Obama
presidency, and the irrational exuberance stimulated by Occupy all point to
the same reality: there is no left worth talking about in the United States and
there has not been one for quite a while. That judgment may seem harsh,
even sectarian, to some readers because many claimants to the labels radical,
activist or left dot the political landscape.
By left we mean a reasonably coherent set of class-based and anti-capitalist
ideas, programmes and policies that are embraced by a cohort of leaders
and activists who are in a position to speak on behalf of and mobilize a
broad constituency. Such a left would be, or would aspire to be, capable of
setting the terms of debate in the ideological sphere and marshalling enough
social power to intervene on behalf of the working class in the political
economy. Some measures of that social power include: ability to affect both
the enterprise wage and the social wage; power to affect urban planning and
development regimes; strength to intervene in the judicial and regulatory
apparatus to defend and promote working-class interests; power not only
to defend the public sphere from encroachments by private capital but also
to expand the domain of non-commoditized public goods; and generally
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to assert a force capable of influencing, even shaping, public policy in ways
that advance the interests and security of the working-class majority. By any
of these measures there is no longer a functioning left in the United States;
nor has there been for a generation. Not only is there no organized left
capable of contending for hegemony; in more mundane terms, the left is no
longer even capable of affecting the wage structure in the auto industry or
intervening in urban development decisions in Brooklyn. Whole swaths of
the population, no doubt the vast majority, never come in contact with left
institutions or ideas.
Historically, a left of the sort we describe has been anchored to a vibrant
labour movement, which has provided the institutional resources, the living
and breathing constituency, the core agenda and feet on the ground for
any significant counterhegemonic intervention into the political economy.
Indeed, it is difficult to imagine how a left capable of challenging corporate
power and capitalist hegemony could be built, much less survive, without
being linked to a dynamic labour movement. George Soros’s Open
Society Institute or other liberal foundations will not fund challenges to
capitalist class power. Nor can a left capable of mounting such challenges
be galvanized through appeals to an evanescent ‘public’ or the ‘people’.
For one thing, such appeals have to be projected through the corporate
news and public information industry, which will never give serious left
critiques or agendas fair hearing. Moreover, formation of a serious anticapitalist force in American politics will not be sparked by dramatic actions
or events, not least because the constituency for that sort of left does not yet
exist; it must be created. That is a lesson that must be taken from the reality
of our defeat: on the one hand, the relentlessness of the post-crash capitalist
offensive understandably feeds a sense of urgency in fighting back; on the
other hand, their relentlessness is possible only because we do not have the
capacity to challenge them.
THE POSTWAR ROOTS OF TODAY’S DEFEATS
Of course, the left was always weak in the postwar US relative to other
advanced capitalist nations. The simplest and most direct explanation of that
difference is that, while European capitalist classes came out of the Second
World War weakened politically and economically and discredited by their
associations with fascism, the American bourgeoisie emerged from the
war more powerful than ever and largely rehabilitated in public opinion.
American capitalists were determined to curtail, if not roll back, the advance
of the labour-left, and they had the social and political power to do so.
The effects of the business mobilization were visible in the defeat of the
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1945 Full Employment Bill, which would have established full employment
as the cornerstone of national economic policy and mandated the federal
government to take affirmative action, including public works jobs, to
‘assure the existence at all times of sufficient employment opportunities for
all Americans able to work and seeking work’. And this was matched by the
defeat of the Wagner-Murray-Dingell bill that would have created national
health insurance. Then came the Republican congressional victories in
1946, and in the following year the passage, over President Truman’s veto,
of the Taft-Hartley Act, which severely limited trade unions’ occupational
and geographical scope of operation and outlawed several important
sources of their leverage against employers. The anti-communist offensive
associated with the Cold War also isolated leftists and effectively proscribed
anti-capitalist perspectives from public discourse – even within the labour
movement.2
With respect to making sense of the state of the left today, however,
that defeat of working-class politics in the late 1940s is less significant than
the compromised terms on which it was possible to construct second-best
victories within the framework of unchallenged capitalist power.3 Even into
the 1980s, the labour movement retained the capacity to negotiate basic
wages and conditions for the first tier of the economy and, to some extent,
trickle down conditions in the other tiers. On issues of broader workingclass social power, the labour-left helped create and administer the regulatory
state, set labour standards and minimum wages, establish and enforce equal
pay provisions and win a series of incremental expansions of the social wage
and the public sphere including food stamps, public housing, Medicaid,
Medicare, publicly funded early childhood and higher education and more.
The decline of trade union strength since the 1970s has obscured the extent
to which other progressive movements, including what now are known as
the ‘social movements of the 1960s’, depended on organic links to labour for
their political capacity and popular successes.
As important as they have been, however, those successes were crafted
within the context of the postwar ‘grand bargain’ of substantive class
compromise that contained the seeds of its own undoing. The postwar system
rested crucially on: cession of decisions concerning planning and production
entirely to management; acceptance of a system of employer-provided social
wage benefits negotiated through privatized collective bargaining rather than
their universalization through the state; commoditization of housing security
through federal subsidy of the private real estate market and suburbanization;
and reliance on an economic policy of growth stimulation to sidestep a
class politics of redistribution, which tied even left-liberals to support of
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military Keynesianism and thus Cold War interventionism.4 Even though
some labour-leftists continued to press for social-democratic policies into
the 1960s, it is unlikely that more favourable arrangements for the working
class could have been won in the context of the postwar reassertion of
capitalist class power. Nevertheless, the grand bargain was struck on terms
that assumed the inviolability of capitalist property rights and, to the extent
that social wage provisions were tied to the privatized collective bargaining
system, they were ultimately vulnerable to shifts in employers’ prerogatives
and a changing balance of class forces. Moreover, the two-tier framework
of protections and benefits reinforced social hierarchies within the working
class itself, in particular along racial lines. Racial and gender segmentation
built into the semi-private social wage system created by New Deal social
policy and the collective bargaining regime implanted a logic that reproduced
a pattern of invidious inequalities over time.
For example, proliferation of the postwar ‘American Dream’ of privately
owned, single-family housing, while providing many workers with a
sense of wellbeing and relative economic security, also created space for
articulation with a conservative ‘home owner populism’ based on commitments to property values and low taxes. That approach to housing policy
materially reinforced racial and other starkly clear hierarchies because the
privatized system of real estate valuation assigned a premium to white
exclusivity in neighbourhoods, and federally subsidized mortgage financing
adopted the industry’s valuation framework. The real estate market was
therefore structured on a racially discriminatory basis that all but denied
minorities, especially but not only blacks, access to that important tier of the
semiprivate welfare state. Worse, the threat that non-white ‘encroachment’
on a neighbourhood would ensue in reduction in residential market value
gave material force to racial bigotry and exclusion, which occasionally
erupted in violence against non-whites perceived as interlopers. In addition
to direct disadvantage with respect to access to desirable housing, the pattern
of discrimination and exclusion had intergenerational effects inasmuch as
home equity was a primary source, along with defined-benefit pensions won
through collective bargaining, of workers’ asset accumulation and financial
security.5
The postwar grand bargain in effect constituted a two-tier social compact.
Its limited character created a secondary, more precarious labour market,
disproportionately made up of non-whites and women, that was available
to undercut concessions won by workers covered by collective bargaining
and eligible for benefits accessible through the semiprivate welfare state.
Despite the system’s inherent fragility, the dominant trend within the
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labour movement, industrial relations experts, left-liberals, academics and
pundits was to proclaim a new natural order, a distinctively American
capitalism that had transcended class contradictions and antagonisms. The
postwar regime was touted as a new era of post-ideological capitalism in
which classes had been supplanted by interest groups united in a shared
commitment to enhancing the general wellbeing through sharing in the
proceeds of continuing growth. The mythology of the ‘affluent society’
had been so thoroughly consolidated as the normative truth of American
society by the end of the 1950s that it spawned a genre of simultaneously
celebratory and doleful ruminations on the supposed cultural malaise and
crisis of values associated with having attained satiation of material needs and
having transcended class conflict.6 Trade unionists were more likely than
others to recognize the system’s limitations and mystifications, as they faced
the realities of employer resistance and the exaggeration of working-class
affluence. At the same time, labour leaders participated in propagating the
ideology of American class harmony and economic growth internationally
as a component of the Cold War programme.
Persisting and dramatic racial injustice presented a substantive challenge
to exultation in the harmonious postwar order, but, when represented as
a backward, pathological deviation from the American Way, it was just
as easily incorporated as affirmation.7 The racial liberalism that became
orthodoxy in the postwar years detached racial inequality from its
roots in political economy and addressed it as the product of benighted
prejudice and intolerance, antecedent and therefore exogenous to the
new arrangements. Characterization of ‘racism’ as an autonomous force in
American life – the national ‘disease’ or its ‘original sin’ – gave the essentially
psychologistic formulation an appearance of insurgent political criticism, but,
notwithstanding a sometimes breathless rhetoric, attribution of the source of
black inequality to racism was compatible with the premises of the grand
bargain. In fact, by the early 1960s, conservative University of Chicago
economist Gary Becker, who also had recently popularized the ‘human
capital’ idea that similarly made class and political economy disappear, laid
out an extended, albeit ahistorical, argument that racial discrimination was
an irrational impediment to capitalist efficiency.8
That leftists were more likely than others to support struggles for racial
equality fed an impression that support for equality of opportunity on
racial lines was intrinsically a radical programme, particularly as southern
segregationists and other opponents denounced racial egalitarianism as
communist. But the struggle for racial justice was not at all necessarily
tied to broader radical agendas, as was indicated in the popularity of the
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trope that racism was a betrayal of American ideals. The central thrust of
postwar black political insurgency, understandably, was for inclusion into
American political, economic and social institutions on more egalitarian
terms and elimination of racial hierarchy. The victories on that front were
and remain tremendously important, as anyone who can recall the racial
ancien regime would attest, and have contributed greatly to democratizing
American society writ large. However, those victories and the terms on
which they were won, as well as the movements that produced them, were
not directed at challenging the fundamental tenets of growth liberalism,
and in fact generally took them as given. Even what appeared to be the
radical turns in black activism, first to Black Power, thence to the various
Marxist/nationalist hybrids of the 1970s, sidestepped systemic critique of the
structural tensions at the core of the grand bargain and growth liberalism and
focused on the postwar order’s apparent racial disparities. Characterization of
the black American situation as a form of domestic colonialism suggested a
connection with Third World insurgencies that provided a radical-seeming
patina to what was at bottom only a more militant version of hegemonic
racial liberalism. As they became marginalized by the emerging political class
of black officeholders and functionaries, radicals often slid into cultivation
of fanciful, apocalyptic discourses of revolution which still abjured systemic
critique of contemporary American capitalism.9
THE NEOLIBERAL ELIMINATION OF
WORKING-CLASS OPPOSITION
When the project that would come to be known as neoliberalism began
to take shape in the 1970s, most of the left was under the illusion that the
postwar liberal consensus was an order set in stone.10 The labour movement,
as we have indicated, remained through much of the 1980s just barely capable
enough of asserting itself against employers’ demands for concessions so as to
be able with some shred of credibility to override dissidents’ arguments that
a new class offensive was underway. Even though retrenchment actually had
begun under Jimmy Carter’s presidency, trade unionists and the broader left
turned to Democrats for support and reinforcement against the accelerating
onslaught then typically described as Reaganism. What ensued was a cycle of
increasingly desperate defensive struggles aimed at preserving the last shards
of the grand bargain. Ronald Reagan’s peremptory firing in 1981 of more
than 11,300 striking members of the Professional Air Traffic Controllers
Organization (PATCO) symbolically punctuated an orgy of union-busting
and deindustrialization that fundamentally altered the left in the United
States and its capacity to intervene politically.11
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The intensifying counterattack by capital and the political right
also targeted broader social wage policy and Keynesianism in general.
Culminating a decade of internal struggle within the Democratic Party, the
Clinton presidency consolidated neoliberalism as the new baseline of the
thinkable in American politics, consistent with Thatcher’s infamous TINA.
Clinton’s original campaign for healthcare reform defined a single-payer
insurance system on the Canadian model – the only option that enjoyed
significant congressional or public support – as ‘off the table’ from the
outset. His concern to placate the insurance and pharmaceutical industries
accelerated the burgeoning crisis by setting in motion the debacle of
corporate managed-care. Clinton ran on a pledge to ‘end welfare as we
know it’. The workfare component of Clinton’s welfare reform effectively
transferred public subsidies from poor people to employers of low-wage
labour and terminated the federal government’s sixty-year commitment to
provide direct income support to the indigent. The Clinton administration
also began the retreat from direct provision of affordable housing for the
poor, with its HOPE-VI housing programme, which razed existing lowincome public housing complexes and replaced them with combinations
of market-rate owner-occupied and reduced numbers of subsidized rental
housing units and offered rental vouchers for those displaced to use in the
open housing market. The effect was to shift subsidies up the class ladder,
from poor residents to real estate developers, landlords and middle-class
homeowners. Clinton also pushed through the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) over intense opposition from much of his own
party and its core constituencies, most of all labour. He advanced financial
sector interests in other ways as well, most conspicuously in supporting and
signing the Financial Services Modernization Act, which repealed the 1933
Glass-Steagall law that had established a firewall between commercial and
investment banking (although it had been effectively breached long before its
repeal with the support of the regulators and the Treasury during the 1990s).
And his administration conducted nearly as many military interventions as
Reagan and the elder Bush combined, and in four fewer years.12 Clintonism
completed the defanging of a labour-left that had subordinated itself to
the Democrats less by suppression than by demanding accommodation to
redefined limits of political possibility.
With few exceptions, even militant responses to the Clintonist
consolidation in the 1990s and George W. Bush’s further retrenchment failed
to generate systemic critiques of capitalism. The NAFTA fight condensed
frustrations among trade union activists and led to the changing of the guard
in the leadership of the AFL-CIO. The ‘New Voice’ slate elected in 1995
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reflected a shifting balance of power in the federation toward public sector
unions, but it also was the institutional expression of a moment of labour
insurgency, albeit a brief and in some ways self-limiting one.
THE LABOR PARTY EXPERIENCE AND AFTER
The most extensive and coherent expression of this insurgency was the
effort in the 1990s to launch a Labor Party in the US.13 Early in the decade,
even before the NAFTA fight, several unions and labour leaders undertook
systematic exploration into the possibility of establishing a labour-based
political movement independent of the Democratic Party. The effort was
led by veteran labour radical Tony Mazzocchi and fully supported by his
union – the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers. It quickly caught fire
and drew in thousands of union leaders and activists and hundreds of local,
regional and national unions. Organizers focused on the need to build the
party based on the felt concerns of the working-class constituency that
would grow up around it. Mazzocchi was famous for stressing his ‘union
hall dictum’: if you can’t get something passed at your own union hall,
don’t bring it to the Labor Party. As organizers often had to point out to
progressives whose initiatives focused either on electing candidates and/
or agitation for more incremental objectives that accepted the prevailing
neoliberal policy constraints, the Labor Party’s objective was not to organize
the left, or become yet another platform for leftists to bear witness against
injustice, but to be an institutional venue for articulation of a working-class
politics.
The 1996 Founding Convention adopted a programme that had wide
working-class support and gave a glimpse of what politics would look
like if it were conducted on behalf of the vast majority of Americans who
work for a living. The delegates also adopted an ‘Organizing Model of
Politics’ centred around issue campaigns focused on identifying, educating
and mobilizing supporters in unions and working-class communities. The
first such campaign was for a constitutional amendment guaranteeing the
right to a job and a living wage. Others subsequently adopted were for
single-payer healthcare, reorientation of federal labour law around the 13th
Amendment’s protection against involuntary servitude and for free public
higher education.14 Subsequent Labor Party conventions adopted and refined an electoral strategy that grappled concretely with what it would
take to disengage labour from a winner-take-all two-party system and run
serious candidates that could challenge the neoliberal consensus and be held
accountable to a living, breathing constituency. A principal focus was on
preempting capricious protest candidacies or hopeless spoiler candidacies;
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thus the electoral strategy required that prospective candidacies be supported
by organized labour in a district and demonstrate access to adequate financial
support and base of volunteers.
Although it won endorsement of a substantial section of the institutional
labour movement, the Labor Party was never able to develop the ‘exit
strategy’ that would make it feasible for unions to disengage from the twoparty system. This flaw proved fatal in the early years of this century as labour
experienced a series of strategic defeats and went into retreat. The last major
effort of the Party was to establish a state party in South Carolina – one of
the most conservative and least union-dense states in the US. Through oneon-one conversations with predominantly non-union working-class South
Carolinians, organizers convinced more than 16,000 registered voters in the
state to sign public petitions in support of the South Carolina Labor Party,
proving that it was possible to build a party of labour in the heart of the rightto-work South. The South Carolina Labor Party was recognized by the state
and awarded an official ballot in 2007. By that point, however, a diminished
and defeated national labour movement was unable and unwilling to put
in the necessary resources to capitalize on this advance. Many of the Labor
Party chapters not connected with trade union organizations had devolved
into little more than debating societies. To avoid becoming a Green-style
party more concerned with a politics of personal testimony, Labor Party
leaders decided it was best to put party-building efforts on hold until it could
build a movement that could speak with an authentic working-class voice.
The Labor Party experience was in sharp contrast to two distinctive
assessments of the state of the left and the task of movement-building.
The electoral approach, exemplified by the Greens and its many offshoots,
assumed that a constituency for a left politics already exists in a dormant
state in the society and could simply be convoked around the properly
appealing candidacy. The incrementalist approach abjured larger strategic
vision and presumed that agitating for reforms imaginable within the context
of Democratic neoliberalism could eventuate at some point in systemic
change. The New Party and, after its meltdown, the Working Families
Party in New York and elsewhere exemplified this latter approach. This
tendency’s fixation on fusion voting – endorsing a major party candidate
and asking constituents to vote for her or him on a minor party line in
hope to gain leverage for working-class issues – assured that it would never
stray far from the Democrats’ orbit.15 At its worst, it has succumbed to a
cynical collaboration with the anti-worker agenda of mainstream Democrats
in order to achieve minor and temporary political gains.
Despite other heroic efforts to revive and reorient a political opposition,
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what we see today is a left devoid of agency and power. To some degree,
this reflects the social experience of a working class that has been largely
decollectivized. The catastrophic decline in union density means that in
some sections of the US entire working-class communities have no organic
relationship to labour organizations. But decimated unions are not the only
nexus of decollectivized social experience. From flipping houses to accessing
benefits under the Affordable Care Act, workers have been conditioned
increasingly to believe that public goods and security are not the outcomes of
collective struggle and are inferior to individual initiative and responsibility.
This tendency has become more pronounced as bipartisan attacks have
sharpened on the public sector, which is also among the last bastions of
decent social-wage benefits like defined-benefit pensions.
The left has exhibited two dysfunctional responses to this new reality.
One is to persist in the old forms of struggle with the hope that doing so
will bear different fruit this time around. This mode assumes that there is still
a terrain where assorted interest groups compete for power and resources
within the framework of postwar pluralist liberalism. It hinges on an inside
strategy of elite negotiation and an outside strategy of mobilizing popular
forces to influence negotiations. This strategic approach assumes: 1) that
all parties have a vested interest in maintaining the core relationships at the
centre of the model; 2) therefore, that threats to walk away from the table
carry significant weight; and 3) that elites purporting to speak on behalf of
the popular forces actually have the capacity to foment social disruption
if their concerns are not taken into account. Although clearly obsolescent
since the beginning of the 1980s and the defeat of the PATCO strike, this
model persists both as a cynical pageantry of protest as prelude to defeat
and its mirror image in the magical thinking that produces the rank-andfile fetishism and ‘activistist’ fantasies that this or that spontaneous action
will spark a mass movement.16 This approach persists despite the failure of
massive worldwide mobilizations to prevent the Bush administration’s 2003
invasion of Iraq, and Occupy is its most flamboyant, if not its most desperate,
expression to date.
The other mode openly accommodates neoliberalism. This is the version
of a left that Clintonism, currently represented in the White House by Barack
Obama, enables and cultivates within the Democratic Party; it is a left whose
political horizon is limited to making the neoliberal order more equitable on
its own terms. This is the left for which disparity and diversity have replaced
inequality as the animating normative concern.17 This accommodation
ultimately preempts confronting capitalist class relations and power. If the
core value of the labour-left was solidarity, the core value of this sort of
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left in the neoliberal era is diversity. Thus, for example, issues of structural
unemployment become framed as problems of racial or gender justice, and
low wages are problematic because they disproportionately affect women
and people of colour. In naturalizing categories of ascriptive identity as the
fundamental units of political life, this politics simultaneously naturalizes
the social structures of capitalist reproduction by displacing contradictions
rooted in those structural dynamics from political economy into the realm
of culture – exactly as did postwar interest-group pluralism.
Attempts to combine identitarian and political-economic perspectives
– e.g., via constructs like institutional or structural racism – demonstrate
the primary commitment to the former. They effectively ontologize racism
(or sexism or xenophobia) by vesting it with historical agency that rests on
a ‘takes on a life of its own’ reification and acknowledges capitalist class
dynamics only gesturally. Despite occasional, pro forma acknowledgments
that it is important to oppose capitalism, this politics is strikingly dismissive of
Marxism, when not viscerally anti-Marxist.18 Defences of this view typically
rest on appeals to realpolitik and claims that whites’ racism and/or males’
sexism have historically overwhelmed efforts to mobilize working-class unity.
This perhaps explains the spasmodic recurrence of reparations talk in black
American elite discourse since 2000; it reinforces assertion of the primacy
of race and racial identity as the determinative force in American politics.
Similarly, arguments that contemporary racial inequality is best understood
via analogy to slavery or the southern segregationist regime that held sway
in the first half of the twentieth century serve more to insist on the primacy
of racism than to shed light on the reproduction of contemporary patterns
of inequality. Michelle Alexander’s popular book, The New Jim Crow, is a
prime instance of this phenomenon. The analogy’s appeal to Alexander is
precisely that it asserts the ongoing and overriding causal power of racism by
means of a rhetorical sleight-of-hand, yet even she finally acknowledges that
it does not work because mass incarceration today is not significantly like the
segregationist order.19
LABOUR AND THE IDENTITARIAN LEFT
The assertion of a fundamentally antagonistic history between labour and
social movements, particularly those based on ascriptive identities like race,
gender or sexual orientation, is a reflex in the discourse of the identitarian left
fuelled by liberal stereotypes of the organized working class as definitively
white, male and conservative. This political lore, despite having some
basis in historical fact, has hardened into unexamined folk knowledge
among many activists. The labour movement has hardly been immune –
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either institutionally or as individual union members – from racist, sexist,
homophobic or nativist currents in American political culture. The story
of labour’s inadequacies in that regard has been well told.20 But labour
hardly stands out from federal, state and local government, the academy,
industry, organized religion or any other social institutions in generating and
sustaining that framework of inequality or the hierarchies that constituted
it. Moreover, the lore depends on denying or devaluing the significant
connections between labour and other egalitarian social movements in the
past as well as the present.
No matter what post-class self-images those who embrace identitarian
politics may cherish, it is a politics rooted in neoliberal class dynamics. Its
effacement of class as both an analytic and a strategic category dissolves
working people’s interests as working people – which have no place in
neoliberalism – into populations defined by ascription or affinity rather than
by location in the system of capitalist reproduction. The groupist discourse
of diversity and opposition to disparity enables harmonizing the left’s
aspirational commitment to equality with neoliberalism’s imperatives. From
that perspective, the society would be just if one per cent of the population
controlled ninety-five percent of the resources so long as significant identity
groups were represented proportionately among the one per cent. This
is, after all, the goal of liberal equality of opportunity in the market, as
articulated historically by both elements of progressive social movements
(e.g., a strain of the black civil rights movement and bourgeois feminism)
and Becker’s neoclassical brief against racial discrimination. It is also the only
standard of social justice that neoliberalism recognizes.
Unsurprisingly, the impulse of this politics is not to organize and unify
a single constituency defined by its broad relation to capitalism’s class
dynamics. Insofar as its notion of social justice centres on group parity and
recognition, it is inclined toward courses of action that undermine the core
unity necessary to build a movement strong enough to attack the roots of
structural inequalities. Instead of unions, parties and civic organizations
with living, breathing memberships whose financial support and votes bind
leadership to some measure of accountability, much of the left’s model in the
neoliberal era is founded on the image of an NGO that is accountable only
to its funders. In ventriloquizing population categories reified as groups or
‘communities’, the left is like NGOs that define their bases as helpless victims
and/or abstract groups without real agency of their own. Other left-oriented
tendencies that embrace broader social objectives continue to frame issues
in those terms out of either pietistic habit or failure of political imagination.
They substantively, and often enough explicitly, reject class politics.
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Labour organizations often feel obliged to frame their issues using the
language of disparity in pursuit of broader acceptance or do so in expression
of the dominant normative reflex.21 The national AFL-CIO conspicuously
celebrates labour’s diversity along lines of race, gender, age and sexual
orientation. This is certainly defensible as union membership is, and
has been, far more diverse along those lines than any other Democratic
constituency. Celebrating labour’s diversity is a useful affirmation directed
toward both members and a general public steadily bombarded with antiunion propaganda, but that celebratory rhetoric also is embedded in and
reinforces an implicitly penitent narrative of ‘progress’ from a benighted past
of union bigotry. Popular catch phrases like ‘this is not your father’s labour
movement’ may cede too much to the discourse that disparages unions
as backward-looking bastions of male, white and/or nativist privilege.22
Defense of trade unionism through celebrating its diversity rather than
through asserting its challenge to capital also marks the labour movement’s
acquiescence to neoliberal hegemony.
Within labour, concessions to neoliberalism go much deeper than
disparity talk. Much of the movement has been hollowed out, and a
dynamic relationship between a leadership that is accountable to a broad
and active constituency has been displaced by a realpolitik that too often
treats the felt concerns of the actual membership as an impediment to
institutional survival. Thus unions, particularly at the national level, are now
more a conduit from the Democratic National Committee to the labour
movement than the reverse. They have become more like NGOs whose
members are reduced to props in a shallow and anachronistic symbolism,
all in the name of realism. The ‘new unionism’ commonly associated with
the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) has exemplified this
approach most clearly in combining what critics have described as a class
collaborationist trade unionism with identitarian pageantry – choreographed
representations, both rhetorical and visual, of non-white and female workers
as embodiments of a new spirit of insurgency. This combination has been
refined and advanced through a highly staff-driven organizational model that
minimizes accountability to members and a technicistic discourse – propelled
by neologisms like ‘union density’ – that repackages business unionism as
a modernizing programme of rational worker-employer partnership. This
aspect of the new unionism tends at least logically to reinvent the labour
movement in the image of an industrial relations NGO.23
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WHAT IS TO BE DONE?
Any serious discussion of the prospects for rebuilding a left must start from
the understanding that the left in the US, as in the rest of the capitalist world,
suffered a strategic defeat, and that capital has reorganized and emerged from
the 2008 economic crisis even stronger.24 While the extreme financialization
of capital is likely to increase the frequency and intensity of episodic crises,
this crisis once again confirms that there is no necessary correlation between
crisis and revitalization of the left. In fact, notwithstanding glimmers of hope
like SYRIZA in Greece and strong showings by anti-austerity parties in the
spring 2014 European elections, the history of the post-2008 crisis politics
in Europe would indicate that the more intense the crisis, the more deeply
reactionary the response.
This does not mean that those who embrace a transformative vision must
abandon all hope. Rather, the priorities, activities and resources of those
who would rebuild a real left must be informed by this strategic sensibility.
Building or rebuilding an effective left presence will be quite likely a
decades-long process. This means that we are not well served by clambering
after the Next Big Thing. We must start by excising the impulse – quite
understandable for a political movement devoid of any real agency – toward
utopian dreaming and wishful thinking. The spark will not ignite the prairie
fire. Nor will the Ark float on its own account no matter how carefully we
construct it.
Recognizing the left’s political irrelevance can be emancipating, as
it reduces the sense of urgency to try to mobilize around every one of
neoliberalism’s daily outrages. That should provide space for serious strategic
discussion of how to begin to build a mass socialist movement based in the
working class and the creation of new institutions capable of mobilizing
cross-class solidarity, as Sam Gindin has articulated in a particularly clear
and compelling way.25 Certainly, the US left could benefit from a nonsectarian, organized force with a coherent strategic vision and programme.
The absence of a disciplined, unified and sophisticated group of cadre is
a major source of the left’s incoherence, and helps explain why moments
of spontaneous political upsurge have had, at best, an episodic impact and
remain unconnected to similar moments in the past – even those in which
the same activists have participated. Such organization, however, cannot
be created in a vacuum. It can only emerge in tandem with a growing
working-class movement.
We fear that in the specific context of US history and practice, the
socialist project is too narrow a platform from which to launch a broad
and far ranging left revitalization. Socialist practice in the US has become
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the domain of sectarian groups that drive away working-class support, and
socialist consciousness has not embedded itself in any significant sections of the
working class or a left capable of exercising social power. That failing reflects
the cultural and ideological triumph of neoliberalism and the identitarian
ideologies and programmes that serve as its left wing. In this environment,
building socialism is exclusively a project of cadre development, albeit one
that cannot hope to succeed apart from broader movement-building. Broad
movement-building requires mobilizing around an agenda of substantively
anti-capitalist reforms that directly and militantly assert the priority of
social needs over market forces, bourgeois property rights and managerial
prerogative in the workplace and production process. Struggles to preserve
and expand public institutions and to decommoditize basic human needs
like housing, transportation, healthcare and education could begin to address
the immediate challenge, which is to create a new popular constituency for
a revitalized movement, instead of reorganizing or re-mobilizing an already
existing but totally marginalized left.26
Some question whether the current US labour movement is too narrow
a platform on which to rebuild a left. In a widely circulated article, ‘Fortress
Unionism’, Rich Yeselson correctly highlights the atrophy of the labour
movement and shows how its decline began with the passage of the TaftHartley Act in 1947. He contends that labour’s ‘current institutional
expression cannot, via a creative conceptual breakthrough (“tactics or
broader strategy”), engender a vast growth in union strength comparable
to its former peak. In short, “organized labor” can no longer create a space
for workers to join their organizations by the millions’.27 In grim statistical
detail, Jake Rosenfeld’s What Unions No Longer Do gives fuel to this thesis.
He points out that despite decades of exemplary, heroic and pioneering
organizing by Justice for Janitors in the immigrant community, ‘Today only
one in seven Hispanic janitors in the United States belongs to a union, down
from one in five back in 1988, when Justice for Janitors began’.28 Yeselson
calls for a ‘fortress unionism’ that would ‘defend the remaining high-density
regions, sectors and companies’ and then ‘Wait for the workers to say they
have had enough. When they demand in vast numbers collective solutions
to their problems, seize upon that energy and institutionalize it.’29
This approach correctly identifies the urgent need to preserve the
remnants of the current labour movement as an institutional base upon
which to build a future revitalized movement. And it also correctly points
out the haplessness of willy-nilly organizing schemes that do little to build
power for working people while exposing their best leaders in unorganized
workplaces to massive employer retaliation without any ability to defend
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them. But a strategy of waiting for workers to say they have had enough
ultimately relies on magical thinking not unlike that of isolated Japanese
soldiers scattered on island outposts at the end of the Second World War
waiting for reinforcements from a defeated empire. Many of Yeselson’s
critics, however, are equally quixotic. Bruce Raynor and Andy Stern, two
of the most cynical practitioners of a unionism that disempowers workers
and is based on a model of global class collaboration, point out that the
‘fortress’ strategy will do little to reduce inequality. Instead, they place their
hopes in ‘strategic alliances with willing employers’; in unions developing
value-added services to complement human resource departments; and in
leveraging union and public-sector pension funds to rebuild union density.30
This strategy would liquidate the very concept of an independent labour
movement.
Given its decimation and marginalization, any revitalization movement
would need to be built from a base that is far broader than the current
institutional labour movement. A revitalized labour movement will have
to embrace new organizational forms and some of the models emerging
from new labour organizing show significant potential. Some are driven by
necessity as the legal status of many immigrants and of workers in industries
such as trucking, taxi driving and residential construction make organizing
under current labour law virtually illegal. Much of this new organizing is
being done by Worker Centers with heavy foundation funding and has
the character of social work along the settlement house model of the early
twentieth century. Much of it seems also, more or less openly, to fold
class analysis into identitarian discourses that both substitute moralizing
for political critique and fit comfortably within the NGO model. Such
impulses, as well as the popularity of neologism, underlie arguments that
current conditions have generated a new social formation, a ‘precariat’ that
lies outside the traditional capitalist class structure.31 But some associated
with this category have begun to evolve into substantial, self-conscious
worker-run organizations. The Taxi Workers Alliance grew from a small
New York City advocacy group to become a national organization (whose
members are classified as ‘independent contractors’ and thus ineligible for
union representation under US labour law) and was recently admitted to
the AFL-CIO.32 In Vermont and elsewhere, strategic Workers Centers
have built organic alliances with the labour movement and gone on to lead
significant campaigns for healthcare for all, paid sick days and economic
justice through the mobilization of a working-class constituency.33
Some argue that these campaigns and projects have the capacity to coalesce
into geographically based class-conscious organizations and have called for
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the building of worker assemblies to give voice to this new movement.34 Such
an effort would require a level of ideological sophistication and institutional
independence that does not currently exist. Attempts to establish these
structures on the ground have been premature and could actually inhibit
the kind of broad, class-based organizing that inspires this movement in
much the same way that many Labor Party chapters became captured by an
‘activistist’ mentality that focused more on preaching to the converted than
building a constituency, while driving away real working-class voices who
represented something more than themselves.
New models are most successful when they can leverage existing
organization and power to build outwards into new organization. Recent
experiences organizing healthcare and homecare workers, hotel and casino
workers and building services employees are fruitful examples of smart and
strategic organizing that have leveraged existing union relationships and/
or political opportunities to build power for working people. We also look
to the logistics organizing campaigns – which focus on the chokepoints of
global capitalism and build on existing union power on the docks and other
shipping centres – as having the potential to develop a particularly powerful
form of a strategic union presence in economic sectors at the very core of
contemporary capitalism.35
THE CENTRAL TASK:
REBUILDING THE LABOUR MOVEMENT
Despite all of the excitement and pageantry of ‘new labour’, its efforts
to rebuild a real workers’ movement cannot progress without a classconscious trade union movement providing the institutional structures,
organizing capacity and working-class base to animate it. Transformation
and revitalization of the institutional labour movement remains the central
task. While much needs to change within labour if it is going to rebuild,
our effort is not well served by those, like Robert Fitch, who see unions as
a ‘protection system’ defined by ‘poles of corruption and apathy’.36 Such
wrong-headed and irresponsible charges play to the peanut gallery and do
nothing to engage with those who need to be in the room to start any
conceivable revitalization project. They provide nothing of use for those
who seek to embark on the long journey of reconstructing a left with the
social power to be a transformative force.
There are indications that at least some sections of the institutional
labour movement are reviving a social unionist orientation. Many unions
are beginning to redefine their battles against voracious profiteers and
privatizers not as defensive struggles to preserve rights, privileges, benefits
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and conditions already lost by most of the working class, but as far reaching
campaigns for the public good, and they are sinking resources into building
the kind of alliances necessary to win. The Amalgamated Transit Union has
begun to call for free public transportation that is integrated into a planned
urban ecosystem and to build bus riders’ groups and other initiatives to
advocate on behalf of the overwhelmingly working-class consumers of
mass public transportation.37 The Utility Workers Union, representing both
public and private sector workers, has called for public ownership of all
utilities and begun the difficult task of determining how the work done
by their members can be disengaged from the carbon-based economy.38
The California Nurses Association/National Nurses United has consistently
linked organizing to the larger public struggle for quality healthcare, and the
union is a stalwart voice on the AFL-CIO Executive Council urging support
for single-payer healthcare. CNA/NNU has also been a driving force in the
broader campaign for a financial transactions tax – the ‘Robin Hood tax’ –
that resolutely asserts the interests of working people and their communities
over Wall Street. And the new leadership of the American Postal Workers
Union has characterized the current crisis in the postal service as a looting
of an essential public resource by a gang of profiteers and has called for
the revival of a postal banking system as a counterweight to the despicable
payday loan, check cashing and other financial service industries that prey on
the most vulnerable sections of the working class.39
Fights over public education are also central to a reconstructed and
revitalized movement. The work of the Chicago Teachers Union in
building a community and labour response to retrenchment and privatization
of public education has been widely embraced by urban organizers and is
sparking a wave of victories by union reformers in teachers’ unions from
Massachusetts to Los Angeles.40 Higher education is also in crisis both
from increasing debt burdens on students and a labour crisis of providers,
and recently successful unionization efforts by faculty at the University of
Oregon and the University of Illinois-Chicago have been linked to fights
against corporatization and privatization of public universities. This situation
is crying out for a unifying message such as free public higher education to
pull the diverse organizations together around a common theme that will
allow them to turn their defensive fights into a unified offensive against the
power of capital in higher education.41
The recent election of big city mayors in New York, Boston, Minneapolis
and elsewhere around economic populist agendas and critiques of inequality
also deserves some attention, as does the rise of some local independent
political victories in Seattle, Lorain County Ohio and elsewhere. Likewise,
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the emergence of viable campaigns for a real living wage (rather than a
minimum wage) like the ‘Fight for 15’ campaign in Seattle and the recent
calls to expand social security (rather than just defend the current inadequate
system) also bode well. However, it is important not to be overly exuberant
about these currents. In the absence of an organized left, the likely outcome is
either outright marginalization and defeat or reabsorption into the neoliberal
consensus, because most of them are forced to rely on structures embedded
in a two-party system thoroughly under the control of capital.
In the ideological sphere, we need to take a page from the right-wing
playbook and invest in a long-term project to seize the terms of debate. As
Richard Seymour points out, ‘The traditional ruling class is not merely good
at exploiting opportunities; it thinks long-term in a way the left must learn
to do’.42 We must present a vision of a world outside of the constraints of
neoliberalism. Neoliberalism is all about commodification and the inescapable
dictatorship of the market over all of human activity. This movement must
work to decommoditize the public and civic spheres by asserting the values
of public goods and the public sphere in healthcare, education, housing, etc.
It must work to revive the values of industrial and economic democracy and
assert the right of people to participate in determining the conditions under
which they work and distribute and consume the products of their labour.
We need to begin to assert the possibility of a life beyond the constraints of
capitalism.
The almost faddish embrace of Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century
is an indication of how eager many are for an analysis that identifies structural
tendencies of capitalism itself as a driver of inequality. A critical understanding
of the dynamics of capitalism and the mechanism of neoliberalism is no
longer foreign at all levels of the labour movement, including some members
of the executive council of the AFL-CIO. However, this understanding
is often still coupled with a deep scepticism about the possibility that any
radical organizational initiatives can succeed in building a substantial anticapitalist movement. In practical terms, this analysis amounts to either an
excuse for doing nothing or an embrace of magical thinking about some
outside force that will arise to drive change. Its coupling with the pursuit of
inconsequential and limited reforms will do little or nothing to undermine
the system or build a movement. Piketty’s own global wealth tax is an idea
that scores the hat trick: it is utopian, devoid of any agency and therefore
inconsequential.
The left must begin to build out from this ideological understanding
by working to construct movements and campaigns around issues that
facilitate an organic learning process and bring together a community of
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leaders and activists that is broad enough to actually coalesce as a social force.
Organizations such as the Labor Campaign for Single-Payer Healthcare
follow the Labor Party organizing model and challenge the underpinnings
of neoliberal social policy around a demand that is central to the well being
of the working class. Building a movement powerful enough to win such
a demand under the conditions of neoliberalism would be a powerful
learning experience and serve as a building block for a new, transformative
political movement. Other initiatives, such as US Labor Against the War,
serve a similar function. They pull together the best and the brightest in an
expansive project that goes beyond narrow jurisdictional lines and seeks to
affirm an agenda that exists beyond the next election cycle.
There are many other potential organizing initiatives that a revitalized
left could work to organize and empower. The environmental movement is
crying out for a class-based vision able to take on the entrenched corporate
power at the heart of a system that is driving ecological degradation on a
worldwide scale.43 Movements to recapture some of the massive productivity
increases of the global working class since the 1970s also have the potential
to build out. These include fights for living wages, guaranteed income and
a massive and systematic reduction in working hours and the working life.
None of these initiatives on their own will have the capacity to rebuild an
effective left in the United States. The crisis is deep and profound. Merely
rebuilding union density to numbers similar to the early 1980s is a task that
is all but inconceivable under current conditions. But that does not mean
that we cannot begin. We must start with the understanding that the grand
coalitions of 1946 and 1968 have been defeated, and that these defeats, as
we have suggested here, were rooted in their own limitations. In any case,
conditions today are radically different. Capital and labour have become
internationalized. There is no ‘socialist model’ in ideological and material
contention with international capital; nor is there a hegemonic international
socialist movement linked to such a model. Labour has become immensely
more productive, but the labour process has become more fragmented and
unintelligible. The political practice of decades obscures the centrality of
class to any revived left movement. Therefore, we must marshal our forces
around a structural critique of capitalism and its impact on those with the
social power to change things. We need to focus on rebuilding a constituency.
This requires a slow, steady, systematic organizing effort connected to the
felt concerns and real daily struggles of working people. Such long-term
organizing must be strategic and divorced as much as possible from the
exigencies of the electoral cycle and the reactive circle-the-wagons politics
that only feed the downward spiral.
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Despite all the roadblocks and difficulties, the time to begin is now, when
we still have the historic memory and some semblance of working-class
institutions and resources. We must embrace a long-term view that focuses
on waging ideological struggle, confronting both the millennial and utopian
illusions of a disorganized and toothless left and the defeatist accommodation
to neoliberalism that has consumed so much of the so-called ‘progressive’
movement. We can start by urging the institutional labour movement and
other significant left organizations to shift a portion of their resources away
from limited and self-defeating defensive struggles and electoral campaigns
and towards expansive and transformative projects that will rebuild a fighting
left with its own vision of a just future and a real plan to get there.
We believe the Labor Party experience is instructive because it was the
most self-conscious and institutionally grounded attempt to mobilize around
an explicitly working-class politics in the US within at least a generation.
As we have argued, without links to a dynamic trade union movement
an openly working-class politics cannot sink deep enough roots to grow
organizationally or to broaden an actual working-class base. Only strategies
aimed at challenging the bipartisan neoliberal austerity regime directly
can challenge the juggernaut facing us, and the only plausible route to the
working-class constituency that such strategies require runs through the
organized labour movement.
While the conditions that gave rise to the Labor Party in the 1990s no
longer exist, its approach to organizing must underpin any project to rebuild
a left in the US. Its style of work – rooting itself in a dynamic network of
working-class institutions and leaders; a slow, methodical approach to basebuilding that expands upon the life experiences of workers and gives voice
to their common grievances, concerns and dreams while connecting them
to a broader and systematic critique of neoliberal capitalism; and a rigorous
rejection of both the utopian daydreaming and the self-defeating cynicism
of a realpolitik that characterize much of the self-described ‘left’ in the US
– remains in our view the only plausible method for generating an organic
movement against capitalism.
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