of this is that those workers who get really interested in and motivated to
build the labor movement think they have to leave their coworkers
behind to do so. They think they have to go run for higher union or
government office or apply for staff positions or go to law school. Many
of our most committed and passionate unionists then leave the
workplaces where organizing is happening instead of becoming more
deeply rooted in them. This is the predictable but no less self-destructive
result of kinds of unionism that de-emphasize the importance of
relationships between workers as the source of our power.

Whatever kind of labor movement that is, it’s hardly one that earns the
label of socialist, one where workers are truly at the helm. The vast
majority of the militant union upsurges of the past were not led by union
presidents or specialists, but were led by a grassroots layer of rank-and-
file radicals. At times the union leadership of groups like the CIO went
along with and pretended to lead these upsurges, but their participation in
the upsurges was nearly always the effect of grassroots militancy and
rarely its cause.

Rather than looking up to big-shot labor commentators or union
presidents for guidance, workers will do better if they look around their
workplaces and discover the potential power of the community of
relationships on the job that they’re already a part of. It can be a little
terrifying to really believe in people. People can and will disappoint you.
We’re not at this moment capable of what we truly need to do.

But with some effort, workers can start to trust one another, build
everyone up, and make ourselves into a movement. When these
processes get going, when that enormous mass of human activity called
the working class begins to assert itself, when the ground begins to
shake, who will we become? Will we lament that if only we had had a
better leader maybe we wouldn’t have lost? Or will we be able to tell the
next generation that the workers really did accomplish the impossible,
that history extended its hand to us and we grasped it, that we fought
alongside heroes, that all we started with was each other?
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Unions and organizing are complex things with many parts, dimensions,
and dynamics. Major theories of unionism each build a worldview that fit
these concepts together in a coherent way and that advance a particular
set of union practices. The main theories on left union theory and
strategy today include those of Jane McAlevey, Joe Burns, Kim Moody
and Labor Notes, and reform caucus unionism. Other left unionisms,
dominant at different points in US history but less prominent today,
include syndicalism as practiced by the Industrial Workers of the World
(IWW) and permeationism as practiced by Marxist-Leninist
organizations. These theories are not static nor mutually exclusive, as
they often overlap, get mixed and matched in practice, and evolve over
time.

Different unionisms will weigh the importance of the different aspects of
unionism differently. A useful way to survey the landscape of left
unionisms is by showing what each one locates as its central concepts. I
briefly draw out some of the main features of these union theories as well
as some of the critiques of them.

New organizers often enter the labor movement through one or another
of these forms of unionism. However, to have a robust movement where
discussion of strategy is accessible and well-informed it’s important for
unionists to be familiar with a broader range of union ideas that are
prominent in the movement as a whole.

This survey is written from two points of view. First, at a theoretical
level I love reading all of the big labor ideas and thinkers, comparing
their approaches, and assessing their usefulness and impact on the
movement. Second, practically as a rank-and-file worker active in
organizing at my workplace and who pays close attention to the political
dynamics in my union and industry, I’ve seen each of the approaches
described below studied, invoked, applied, and critiqued among the
members, staff, and leadership of my union. The account given here is
thus admittedly subjective, but I aim to give an even-handed overview of
each type of unionism that has the benefit of helping us see the wider
landscape of the left union movement.
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much of this can be managed into unions from the outside instead of
built by the rank-and-file themselves from the inside.

And most of the time, this isn’t the fault of the specialists themselves, as
the whole structure of the labor movement aims to elevate the specialists
to the role of managers of the labor movement. Forces pushing in this
direction include severely restrictive federal and state labor laws, the
near-universal presence of no-strike and management rights clauses in
today’s union contracts, employers building schmoozy relations with
union officials in order to pacify and co-opt them, national and
international union structures that are insulated from member influence,
mainstream unions’ close ties to the Democrats as a capitalist political
party, and a liberal popular culture that tends towards hero-worship and
towards distrust of grassroots agency.

No matter who’s responsible for this mess, the way out of it is for
workers to take back the agency themselves. They do this, first and
foremost, by building relationships with each other that they have
ownership of themselves and which can’t be captured by some outsider.

The IWW and Labor Notes are two of the union tendencies surveyed
here that are most uneasy with specialists. Not coincidentally, the IWW
and Labor Notes are the two tendencies that pay more than just lip-
service to the role of relationships in organizing. Still, I see many within
IWW and Labor Notes circles getting caught up in the purely technical
aspects of organizing and creating a sense of urgency that undercuts the
relational focus. I want to see what happens when the relational focus is
pushed further, much further even.

I’ve come to RBO, alongside others I organize closely with, through our
own practical and collective organizing experience. We’ve discovered
that the most common obstacle to organizing around this or that problem
at work is that the relationships between coworkers are not strong
enough. There’s not enough mutual trust, care, and solidarity to openly
discuss grievances or to bear the risks of taking collective action to
resolve them. Maybe one side of the relationship is strong, such as all the
coworkers agree politically or bond closely outside of work in social
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Early in a contract campaign, for example, a low-intensity structure test
might consist of workers wearing the same union color shirt on a
particular day. A higher-intensity structure test might involve workers
taking selfies while holding a placard with a union demand on it. The
images are combined and then printed out as a big photo-petition and
delivered to a boss or board of directors. This is considered higher
intensity because workers are publicly putting their face and name to the
campaign and asked to show up in person to confront company
authorities.

Structure tests enable union organizers to not just build overall
momentum towards a strike, but also to assess where participation is low,
such as in a certain workplace or department. Once weaknesses are
identified, then organizers focus their attention on bolstering the strength
of those areas so that they too participate in future structure tests and are
ready to go on strike when the time comes.

McAlevey puts her own spin on a lot of traditional union organizing
techniques, such as mapping who in the industry and the community has
decisive power over labor disputes, identifying leaders among the
workers and recruiting them into the campaign, systematically charting
social relations and union involvement in the workplace, and applying
organizing conversations to build member engagement and support. The
attention to detail and breadth of practices she coheres into her overall
strategy is holistic and impressive. McAlevey’s approach centers on
using this sophisticated toolbox of organizing techniques to string
together escalating structure tests towards the super-majority strike.

Despite her popularity, McAlevey is a polarizing figure within the labor
movement, especially on the left. She situates herself within the tradition
of big strikes going back to the insurgent worker movement inside the
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in the 1930s, but others
disagree with her reading of this history. Socialist ideas and
organizations played an outsized role in the big union battles of the 30s,
but McAlevey tends to severely downplay the role of explicitly leftist
ideas and organization within labor movement messaging and strategy.
The kind of political education she advocates doing in unions hues close

3



T¢

moy 03 syt] dieys s,9191) INq JUB[IW PUB ONJRIOOUIIP 2I0W WY} e
0] suorun 9y} ageuewt 0) SUIAT) A[QIOUIS AIe SISI[BI0AdS QWO "SIATISUIAY)
suorun Ay} uni o} sioyiom Y} ur romod [eax Suroed jo peajsur suorun
a3euew 03 sisieroads ayy 10J sAem J9139q,, puly 03 SulAn Apsowr a1 49y}
‘S[e1 9AIS IO $Y00q ANIM SISI[RI0adS 9SOyl USUYA\ "SOA[ISWAY} I[lj-pue
-yuel 9y} WoJJ jou pue sisieroads oY) woly Jurod APSoul S I ‘SIS
319 oy Suruue[d pue SUOISIA jsiuoIUN pueld 9y} SunyeId pue sjoys dy)
Sur[eo s1 Aepo} JUSWISAOW JOQR] Y} Ul OYM 9ATISQO A[[ESI PUB JUSWOW
® 10J yorq dojs am 9ouo Ing A[[euonualul sIy} op 3. uop sisieroads 1sojN

"SOA[QSWAY)
SIOYIOM QU) JO spuey 9y} Jo Jno Aoudde soye) pue sisieroads asoy) 03
AjuIoyIne SOAIS wsTuoIUN Wearsurew jo snjeredde aImua oy ‘royey Aem
Arejuoworddns & uaAd ur je swre Oy Aem oY) UI SJI00ISSBIZ ) 9dUBAPE
AIn1y sistperoads maj ‘Afereumyzojun) Arejuowoddns sAemye st os 3urop ur
9[o1 11y} 1nq ‘Surzruedio sjooissesd pood oddns 3 ued sysieroads asoy)
1ey) Aes 0] 3,USI SIYJ, "SIOYIOM O[IJ-PUB-YUBI dU} SOA[ISWIAY) JOU AIe OyM
‘STRIOLJJO UOIUN JOYSIY JO SIZIUB3I0 [euorssajoId 10 s1oAme[ J0 sisieunol
Jo sorwapeoe Joyloym ‘sisierdads £q parededoid pue uopnm ore woy)
JNOQe USYLIM SY00Qq JARY JBY) WSIUOIUN JO SWIOJ JOYI0 JSOW ‘ISenuod uf

*A103s uorun ayj jo sistuogelord pue sieop Arewtid ay)
SB SOA[ASWIAY) SISIOM AU} JO AduaFe oyl sIuad Oy (wey ySIysy
SwISTUOIUN Y0 1, UOP AUm ‘[enuasss os are sdiysuone[ar IoyIomod Jj

‘(2191 N0 s[eLIdTeW FUIZIURSIO ONUI [[B A[JBaU WOl
juosqe A[eSuens st doys smpy) Surziue3io poo3 jo doys 1siy oyl oq os[e
prnoys sdrysuone[al uip[img seoueISWNIIID JSOW Ul Ing ‘Iomod JayIom Jo
juowde ue se Arewnid Afemdeouod sdiysuornie[ar are A[uo joN *A[einjeu
I0Wl JIYJAS0) WO [[IM AJBSSINU IR SINIB) JIYJ0 JIAeYM
pue sayLIs Siq udY) [eo3 Y} sdIysuoneaa 3uoa)s ew M JI “‘yey)
0) 3UIpPI0dde SUIYIAIIAI SULIIPIO pue [BO3 Y} SMLIS JIq Sunjewr
uey) Yy ‘umop Ipisdn Surziuesio jo ppom d3y) swin) O 0S

“J[Inq ST wisorun jo 3oadse jueyrodwr oyjo A19A9 yorym uodn
oseq oy udy are sdiysuone[dy ‘euowoudyd sjooisserd A[ejuowrepuny

‘s1oyI0m Surromodura A[[enioe Inoyim A30[OUTULId) S, AQAS[YIIN Sulsn
JO $1S9) 2IMIONINS JOo suonow Y} ysnoay) Surod sIopeo] uorun 9s [ ualjo
‘romod 1o3I0M 3uIp[Ing AJe3I[IOR) 01 ABM B SB $)$9) 2Imjonys 3uisn uey)
Joyyey ‘1omod 19Iom SuIp[ing Ioj S[00} JO PEIISUI SIA[OSWAY) Ul S[E0T
[BIOLIMIE QWO092q U)JO MO SAB[ AQAQ[YOIN 1Byl SOLoW pue sanbruyod)
oy 1ey) st sue[d poSexoed-ord A[IEI[O YONs JO OPISUMOP Y], "SIXIU0D
uomn Jo a3uel apim e 0} A[dde 0) Aseo way) sayeW YOIYM ‘pauI[no pue
paulyap A[Iea[d are A9y} 18y} SI SPOYIaW S KIAJ[YIIN JO 93vjueape 31q Y

*9[0d [euISIew 2J0W Yonwi & poAe[d Jjels pue po[ o[1j-pue-yuel oy} yorym
Ul UOM QIom BID A Jo suSredwed Jolewr Auew ‘jjels uo A[Iavay porfol
SOE61 AUl JO SIYSIY OID SWOS I[IYAN “O[IJ-PUB-ULI dY} WOLJ PAJOUUOISIP
oWO009q SpoyloW  AABIU-JBIS 9SOU} USYPYO 00} [[B NG ‘SIOIom
0} Surromodwd pue 03 dAIsuU0dsar a1k FUIZIUBSIO JO S[OPOW ISAY) 1s9q S
1v (u1r pajedoned s ays suSredwed oy} ur J[9sIay AQAQ[YIIN) 1SISareIlS
uoIun [eNUAD B WOIJ PAJBUIPIOOd SIOZIUBSIO Jjels uolun [euorssdjord
Jo soruure [rews Aq unt ore sugredwed asay) jeyl sueaw YoIym ‘Sururen
pazieroads Jo 9a130p Y31y © oxmbar 01 spudy yoeoidde s A9AS[VOIN

“J9A0 e} 0] SUIAN) Ul A319U9
JSOAUL P[NOYS JUSWAOW JOQR] 9y} SUIylawos jou pue isieided Ajyuazayur
se A1Ied O1BIOOWId( Y} SMIIA }JI[ Y} JO yonuw MO0y 0} }SeIjUOD Ul SpUe)s
ST} ‘IOASMOH "SISPUES SISy JO UISA U} UI Yonuwr SIYSII IIoM IIS[0q
pue ‘sweidoid [e100s punj ‘SaIreRUOI[lq XB} 0) Aued OoneIoOoOWd( dY) JO
Suim 1397 9Y) UO sAjepIpURD JUIUUNT SIIBOOAPE SUS JUSWISAOW JOqe] Y}
Jo soumuoy oy ur ojo1 a3re[ v Surke[d se sonrjod [810109[0 S99S AAAJ[YIN

"MO[2q PassSNISIp
WISTUOIUN JO SPULy Joyio 9yl Yim A[dieys Sisenuod Sjusunuuwod pue
sisATeue jsieirdes-nue 1edoop Aue woly sonrfod uorun SULIDAIS ‘so[33nIls
uorun ur asn [eonoerd s 10 FuiSessowr s seynsnl ays pue sIuiy)
pooS are asayl 9[UA\ ‘suonmusur orqnd pue ISINOOSIP OIAID ISNQOI
Surureisns ur SUOIUN QANOE JO O[O AU} PUB ‘S}IJOUSq pue saSem pood
0] SIIoM JO YIS oy ‘Ajfenbaur yieom IuIUIensuod ur AJ1SS209U 1Y)
‘suorun 3uoxs Jo syyaudq orqnd ay3 Jnoqe JLI0IAYI JNBIOOWIP [BIO0S O)



in relation to centrist Democrats. But also further to the left, for example,
recently members of the US Congress who are members of the DSA
voted in controversial ways on the recent rail strike conflict, and within
the DSA itself there are now calls circulating among members
condemning those votes and voicing support for the rail worker
demands. While in theory it’s easy to imagine a harmonious integration
of left electoral and left labor strategy, in practice it often gets messy and
the needs of union members often get put on the back burner.

Relationships and the Meaning of Socialist Unionism

One theory of unionism developed on my site firewithfire.blog is what I

call “relationship-based organizing” (RBO). It is resonant with some
aspects of other unionisms noted above, but what distinguishes RBO is
the placing of the coworker relationship itself at the nexus of the web of
union concepts.

The other unionisms noted above don’t ignore coworker relationships as
a necessary part of organizing, but at the same time coworker
relationships are not portrayed as the gravitational center. For McAlevey
and Burns, the strike is central, and organizing technique and class
struggle demands, respectively, are what make strikes happen.
Relationships are further out in the conceptual orbit, which matches with
how caucus reformism and permeationism see relationships also. When
you read McAlevey, Burns, Moody, and nearly all of the other labor
writers and strategists, there’s actually very little discussion about the
role of building relationships with coworkers as a part of organizing. To
whatever degree relationships do play a role in their theory of change it
is mostly assumed.

What is the point of centering the relationships themselves, and what
effect does that have on how we see organizing? While collective actions
like strikes are how workers exercise power, the source of the power
itself is the relationships workers have with each other. Only when
workers feel trust, care, and solidarity towards each other are they
capable of exercising their power through action. Centering relationships
in organizing is a recognition of the nature of worker power as a
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For example, rather than using a union petition to start a conversation
with a rank-and-file member and build a deeper understanding of
workplace grievances and power dynamics, petition-gatherers just race
around a workplace collecting signatures in order to hit their structure
test targets. Wearing union t-shirts can become a frustrating exercise in
futility when it never seems to be connected to the issues that workers
care about. The metric becomes the goal (e.g., 90% of workers wore their
shirt) instead of a tool for advancing the real goal of solving workplace
problems. It’s the union organizing equivalent of teaching to the test
instead of teaching to advance understanding.

Is it McAlevey’s fault that her methods get warped in such ways? Not
entirely. I get the impression that she uses these techniques in a more
substantive way than many of her followers and imitators do.
Nonetheless, basing a whole union methodology on such metrics while
discounting a deeper class analysis I think predisposes unionists to apply
these techniques in such a superficial fashion.

One issue I have is how McAlevey’s nearly totalizing focus on big
strikes necessarily diverts attention away from the smaller fights that
happen in workplaces between workers and supervisors. Just as much as
the “big” issues like wages and benefits impact worker quality of life is
the plethora of “small” issues that plague workplaces, whether it’s an
abusive boss or excessive workplace meetings or capriciously shifting
annual budgets. These are often issues that aren’t negotiated over in
collective bargaining agreements that are the subject of big strikes or
they happen between contract cycles when big strikes aren’t legally
available. While McAlevey doesn’t entirely ignore such smaller kinds of
actions, her writing and talks make clear that they are of secondary
concern to the kind of big strikes that she focuses on.

Rather than have structure tests as the building blocks towards big
actions like strikes, I think smaller grievance actions are better as starting
points and stepping stones. Wearing a shirt or going to a rally usually
does little to put direct pressure on a target, and these kinds of structure
tests often feel performative in a hollow way to members. The sole
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former CP member who maintained close ties, became its general
counsel. The top elected leadership of some of the newly-formed and
very successful CIO unions were either dominated by and/or in close
alliance with CP members, including the United Farm Equipment
Workers, the United Public Workers, the United Electrical Workers, the
International Longshore and Warehouse Union, and others. CP members
maintained moderate levels of influence in the CIO’s United Auto
Workers, Amalgamated Clothing Workers, and the United Packinghouse
Workers.

However, CP members at all levels of union officialdom were purged,
chased out, or saw their influence greatly constricted with the onset of
the Cold War and launch of McCarthy’s witch hunts beginning in the late
1940s. The more liberal leaders of the CIO were all too eager to
participate in this red-baiting to consolidate their own power in the
unions. This ultimately led the CIO to re-integrate with the AFL in 1955,
forming the pole of mainstream unionism which left unionism has sought
to shift or provide alternatives to ever since.

Some ML groups take a similar approach today as the Communists did
back in the CIO, permeating members into staff and officer positions of
important local unions. More than just claiming these positions, MLs
also nurture close relationships with key labor officials as a way to gain
influence.

Permeation has some features in common with caucus reformism in that
both tend to place importance on winning over union leadership.
Whereas caucuses tend to be more open about their political alliances
and objectives, permeationists often conceal their deeper politics and
organizational loyalties. While some CP union officials in the 30s — 50s
were open about their party membership, many were not.

ML permeationists today take a similar tack, sometimes being
transparent about their politics but often not. Certainly the danger of
government purges gave Communists of previous eras more reason to
conceal their allegiances, but government purges of Communists in the
labor movement is not as immediate a concern today. Both in the past
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Association of Flight Attendants. In addition to his day job as a union
negotiator, for the last ten years he’s been writing about the labor
movement. His first two books advocate reviving the strike as a tactic
and focus on the history and strategy of strikes in the private and public
sectors.

Like McAlevey, for Burns the strike is the essential tool of unions and
one he argues needs to be reclaimed for the labor movement to regain
power. Whereas McAlevey develops a model of unionism based on
technical organizing proficiency and a toolbox of methods and tactics
that advances towards big strikes, Burns is less interested in union
organizing technique as the way to build a more militant and powerful
labor movement. In an interview he said, “I hate that Jane McAlevey
stuff. [Building for a strike is] not a linear process, I tell people. It’s like
something’s in the air... It’s not because we have someone going
department by department talking to people.”

Burns thinks a heightened emphasis on class struggle itself, as a
relentless opposition between workers and bosses, is what will alter the
fortunes of the labor movement. Unlike McAlevey, who glosses over
larger questions of capitalism and socialism, Burns puts these questions
at the center. Only when workers start to see their material interests
clearly will they be motivated to throw themselves into labor fights.

The way unions can do this is by advancing broad demands rooted
explicitly in class struggle concepts that agitate and energize workers and
push whole workplaces towards the breaking point of striking for better
conditions and wages. In his words, “Demands coming from the
bargaining table, it’s really the class struggle which is what’s propelling
it forward... Once you start talking about striking and you put out your
demands, things crystallize and within the workforce, labor and
management divide from each other. Workers start talking to each other
and it catches on like a wildfire and that’s how we get 97% strike votes.”
For Burns, the central concept and most important weapon of
workers is the clarion call of such class struggle demands that
mobilizes workers en masse towards strikes.
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peace-keeping contracts, they’ll be stronger and be able to win more in
the long term. In avoiding such contracts workers can more easily resist
labor law and other institutions that bend formal labor relations in favor
of the bosses.

Another defining aspect of syndicalism is a more exclusive focus on
direct action over legislative, judicial, or electoral methods of change.
Rather than seeing either the shift to the left of mainstream parties or the
creation of more socialist or worker-focused parties as a primary strategy
of working class efforts, syndicalism aims to build power and eventually
take over the economy through the efforts of workers themselves through
direct action. While some syndicalists, under the banner "anarcho-
syndicalism," have tied their organizing to an explicitly to anarchist
politics, the IWW is more open politically (any worker who opposes
capitalism can join) even while anarchist principles implicitly play a
large role in the IWW’s organizational forms and strategic approaches.

What all of these aspects of syndicalism are tethered to at their core
is building worker power in the workplace itself through creating
organization on the shopfloor (like workplace organizing
committees) and workers taking direct action on the job. This is what
leads syndicalism to reject strategies (electoralism) and methods (staff-
driven unionism that relies on contracts with heavily bureaucratized
grievance processes) that take worker struggle off of the shop floor. The
IWW's methods and ideas are encapsulated in the two-day Organizer
Training 101 that it disseminates through its training department and
local branches.

As a syndicalist myself, I have fewer personal critiques to make of this
form of unionism than the others surveyed here. Common critiques from
others on the left, today and in the past, claim that dual unions separate
radicals from the masses of workers, that contracts are necessary for
consolidating wins in an otherwise chaotic atmosphere of labor relations,
and that legislation and elections are battlegrounds too important to
ignore. Syndicalists challenge the assumptions and arguments of each of
these critiques, but there’s not space to elaborate on them here.
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important and necessary if, in my opinion, insufficient solution to the
problems of the labor movement today.

Kim Moody, Labor Notes, and the Rank-and-File Strategy

While never achieving the raw book sale numbers of McAlevey or
Burns, Kim Moody is somewhat of an elder statesman of the left union
movement and has been writing books on the topic since the 1970s. His
ideas on unionism that he calls the “rank-and-file strategy” (RFS),
introduced in a lengthy pamphlet of the same name in 2000, is probably
the most widely debated form of left unionism in the US today. The RFS
is a constant reference point for competing visions of unionism within
the largest left organization in the US, the Democratic Socialists of
America. Moody’s central idea is that we need more socialism in the
labor movement, and the RFS is how we achieve that.

Moody was briefly a rank-and-file organizer and then union staff
organizer in the 1970s, but has since worked as a professor and has
contributed to the labor movement as a left theorist and strategist. His
books contain thorough and insightful histories of the labor and socialist
movements that can inform how we approach our organizing today.

While I can’t begin to scratch the surface of the lengthy debates around
the RFS, we should understand its basic tenets. First, the RFS is
explicitly a strategy for how socialists should participate in the labor
movement. As the name suggests, the strategy advocates socialists
building a presence among the rank-and-file of unions, developing
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One critique of this strategy is that a focus on winning elections often
comes to displace building power on the shop floor by organizing
towards direct action. The reform caucus that was active in my union
local years ago received plenty of mentorship from and co-hosted
speaking events with other big-name caucuses from around the country
about how to win union elections. However, rarely did the caucus leaders
express interest in organizing with coworkers on the shop floor. While
advocates of caucuses will claim that union electoralism and workplace
organizing are complementary, I more often see electoral focus on top
union offices being pursued at the expense of more grassroots methods.

Another critique is that taking over union structures as they currently
exist tends to bind leftists more closely to those formal structures that
often are inimical to socialist unionism. Being elected as union president
or to an executive board seat increases the danger that a worker will
become disconnected from rank-and-file interests and will come to
identify with the interests of a layer of union bureaucracy of the kind
Moody warns against. Similarly, as Burns warns, union officials are
much more subject to the disciplinary power of anti-worker labor laws
than union rank-and-file are.

IWW Syndicalism, Dual Unions, and Solidarity Unionism

The union thinkers and strategies noted above are the
most prominent being discussed and followed within
the left labor movement today. But there are other
minor unionisms that are alive and kicking and have at
various points in US history been dominant on the left.

The Industrial Workers of the World IWW) was founded in 1905 in
Chicago as an alternative to the mainstream AFL craft unions and to
bring together the far flung and diverse radical unionists of the day. From
its founding through the mid-1920s the IWW achieved increasing
prominence through such big fights as the “Bread and Roses” textile
strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts, port-wide strikes among dockworkers
and sailors in Philadelphia, and mass organizing of Arizona and Montana
copper miners, Pacific NW lumberjacks, and Midwestern agricultural
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Labor Notes can provide leftist guidance and coherence to an otherwise
scattered and disconnected labor movement.

Lastly, the RFS advocates the idea of the “transitional program,” an idea
associated with Trotsky that pairs short-term achievable demands with
long-term revolutionary goals. Whereas those like McAlevey see the gulf
between short-term demands and long-term goals as too wide to hold
together and partly for this reason abandons the long-term revolutionary
goals altogether, the transitional program aims to keep the short- and
long-term goals in productive tension. One of the aims of such a program
is to adjust the rhetoric and aims of union demands to what will gain
traction with the rank-and-file given their current state of class
consciousness. This means that instead of calling for socialism now, the
demands often take a more populist flavor, such as a $15 minimum wage
or a shorter work week for the same pay. As the radicalization of the
workers advances, the transitional demands and rhetoric is advanced
gradually to keep nudging the workers further.

A transitional program thus includes transitional organizations,
transitional strategies, and transitional demands. Labor Notes itself is
conceived by Moody as a transitional organization, one not advocating
the overthrow of capitalism in the now but rather meeting the organizing
and political needs of workers who are gradually radicalizing and taking
more militant action. The final culmination of such transitional programs
is supposed to be a mature socialist working class political party which is
able to contest and finally overthrow capitalism.

Moody deserves credit for spelling out this strategy and giving it a
historical grounding. If a socialist orientation is Moody’s central idea
for strengthening the labor movement, then increasing democracy,
militancy, and class consciousness, as detailed in RFS, is the strategy
for bringing that socialism into the unions.

While Moody doesn’t support every idea of left unionism out there--he is
critical of the staff-heavy emphasis of McAlevey, of the stifling effect of
top-down organizational leadership in the Communist Party, and of
investing energy in labor-friendly politicians in the Democratic Party, for
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