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COALITIONS LABOR 
TODAY 

" ' 

OMETHING IS hap-

11 
pening out there," 
wrote Studs Terkel at 
the close of the 
Reagan era in 1988. 
Grassroots move-

1--------' ments "have never 
been more flourishing ." But they are 
"remarkably disparate in issue, ranging 
from local grievances-utility hikes, 
tax inequities, developers' transgres
sions-to matters more encompass
ing-Sanctuary, Pentagon spending, 
threats to Social Security." "They are," 
he concluded prophetically, "a move
ment awaiting coalescence." 

Just around that time we began to 
notice the proliferation of grassroots 
labor-community coalitions in com
munities throughout the country. This 
article draws some conclusions about 
their significance and is based on the 
introduction and conclusion of a book 
we just completed: Building Bridges: 
The Emerging Grassroots Coalition of 
labor and Community (Monthly 
Review Press, 1990). 

ONCE-INSULAR MOVEMENTS have 
created literally hundreds of coali

tions and alliances, large and small, for
mal and informal, "remarkably dis
parate in issue": coalitions to support 
strikes, run movement activists for 
public office, resist plant closings, 
secure working women 's rights. These 
new social alliances have been un
heralded at the national level-and vir
tually unreported in the national 
media-because they are being built at 
the grassroots. 

One of the most surprising, unan
ticipated, and significant aspects of 
these coalitions has been the frequent 
participation of unionists. The usual 
media images of workers for the past 
quarter century have featured "hard 
hats" beating up on peace demon
strators and "Reagan Democrats" aban
doning traditional blue-collar loyalties 
in disgust at kooks and troublemakers 
from radical social movements. A 
closer look reveals a different reality: 
cooperation between grassroots union 
activists and activists from women's, 
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African-American, Latino, Asian
American, gay, lesbian, environmental, 
farm, senior, student, handicapped, 
peace, human rights, anti-intervention, 
citizen action, consumer, and other 
movements. 

Cooperation with other movements 
is proving to be an important means for 
renewing the labor movement and over
coming some of its widely recognized 
ills, such as isolation from the growing 
female and minority segments of the 
workforce, lack of rank-and-file par
ticipation, and public perception of or
ganized labor as a special interest group 
rather than an advocate for the needs of 
all working people. 

The separation of labor from other 
social movements has been a crucial 
barrier to social change in the United 
States, making it easy for those who 
benefit from the status quo to. "divide 
and rule." An alliance of labor and 
community movements potentially rep
resents the overwhelming majority of 
the population-a majority which is 
today largely excluded from political 
and economic decision-making , but 
which if mobilized would represent an 
enormous social force. 

The devastation of the human and 
natural worlds that marked the 1980s 
was only possible because the people 
hurt by it were divided from each other. 
Whether the 1990s will be a time of 
continued devastation or an era of crea
tive renewal will largely depend on 
whether their divisions are overcome. 

The Corporate-Right Alliance 
R THE quarter century that fol

owed World War II, the world's 
power---economic, political, and 

military-was centered in the United 
States, and American corporations, 
government, and military estab
lishments were closely linked. Global 
dominance made it possible to incor
porate non-elite groups, most impor
tantly the labor movement, as junior 
partners in the power structure. 

This unequal partnership, dubbed 
"corporate liberalism" by the New Left 
and the "liberal establishment" by the 
New Right, was represented in the 
workplace by union-management 
cooperation and in the political arena 
by the ascendancy of the liberal wings 
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of the Democratic and Republican par
ties. 

Given U.S. "world leadership" and a 
prosperous world economy, this system 
allowed both business and organized 
labor in the United States to achieve 
their principal goals. 

During the 1970s, the corporate 
liberal ascendancy began to fall victim 
to what-as we can understand in 
hindsight-was a profound restructur
ing of social power. Its outlines are still 
hard to discern, but they involve simul
taneous globalization and fragmentation 
of power. A world dominated by U.S. 
corporations producing in the United 
States was being transformed into one 
dominated by multinationals producing 
in a "global assembly line." Giant fac
tories employing tens of thousands 
were being replaced by smaller, 
geographically dispersed units employ
ing at most a few hundred. Cold war 
allies, like the United States, Gennany, 
and Japan, were becoming economic 
rivals. Sovereign European nations 
were creating common economic and 
political institutions that cut across in
ternational frontiers. As a consequence, 
the boundaries of economic, political, 
military, and cultural spheres, which 
had largely coincided with the borders 
of nations or superpower spheres of in
fluence, began to "decouple" or "dis
align" from such boundaries and from 
each other. 

In the face of these forces--widely 
if rather self-centeredly interpreted in 
the United States as a decline in 
American global power-important ele
ments of corporate leadership grew 
militant. They joined with right-wing 
political allies to declare virtual "class 
war" on American working people 
through a variety of government and 
corporate policies. 

In the short run-indeed for most of 
the 1980s-the results were pretty 
much what the they had in mind: plum
meting union membership, falling real 
wages, a "new labor force" of workers 
needy enough to work under abusive 
conditions, job-hungry communities 
competing to offer tax concessions to 
corporations, an electorate willing to 
tolerate pointless military waste and un
limited degradation of the environment. 

The architects of the corporate-right 
offensive correctly perceived that those 
who might oppose them were divided 
Where they went wrong was in assum
ing that workers, women, Native 
Americans, blacks, Latinos, Asian
Americans, other people of color, gay 
men, lesbians, farmers, students, the 
elderly, the handicapped, environmen
talists, peace and development advo
cates, consumers, and all the others 
they were hurting would remain 
divided forever. 

They failed to anticipate that 
troublemakers-grassroots activists
would begin to cooperate across the 
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lines that had previously divided move
ments from each other. They did not 
expect peace groups to back strikers, 
unions to fight for women 's rights, or 
thousands of previously isolated or
ganizations to cooperate against conser
vative nominations to the Supreme 
Court. The leaders of the "corporate 
community" and their allies had vio
lated one of the first rules of politics: 
don 't unify your opposition. In so doing 
they sowed the seeds for the emerging 
alliance of labor and community. 

If the oligarchs whom the labor
community alliances now challenge 
were unified, farsighted. and in control 
of global forces, they would have little 
to fear from such a seemingly frail foe. 
But in this time of global transforma
tion, in which the rigid and unified 
power structures of the cold war era are 
breaking up and popular mass move
ments are reshaping entire societies al
most overnight, corporations, military 
establishments, and political elites all 
around the world have diminishing con
trol of events. The future significance 
of labor-community coalitions therefore 
will depend not just on the corporate
ri ght ascendancy within the United 
States from which they gained their im
petus, but also on the deep restructuring 
of power the world is now undergoing. 
Labor-community coalitions can help 
channel that restructuring in a demo
cratic direction. 

Rise of the 
Community-Labor Alliances 

I
N 1liE face of the corporate-right of
fensive , the national organizations 
that professed to address the 

problems and defend the interests of 
non-elite groups found themselves vir
tually powerless. Labor, civil rights, 
women ' s, environmental, and other 
movements saw their carefully cul
tivated relations with the corporate 
liberal leadership go for naught as the 
right wing captured the Republican 
Party and an increasingly conservative 
Democratic Party blamed its defeats on 
the power of such "special interest 
groups." For the labor movement, a 
modus vivendi worked out with busi
ness over forty years was shattered; the 
globalization and fragmentation of 
power reduced the effectiveness of 
strikes and other conventional econ
omic weapons as well. As such move-



ments became less able to deli\Ler gains 
to their constituents, their membership 
and clout fell still further. 

At best, national leaders of labor and 
other groups hunkered down to weather 
the storm. At worst, they became the 
agents for providing the concessions 
that corporate management demanded. 
Throughout the 1980s there was little 
effective opposition at the national 
level to the corporate offensive. But 
faced with the failure of established 
strategies, grassroots activists from 
diverse movements began reaching out 
to each other. 

As conventional collective bargain
ing techniques failed to resist conces
sions demanded by corporations, 
unionists began finding support in 
strikes and other struggles from com
munity allies. Today it would be dif
ficult to find a major strike or organiz
ing campaign in which support from al
lies was not a central pan of the labor 
strategy. While the labor movement 
remains severely weakened, it is far 
less isolated than it was for most of the 
1980s. Victories at Pittston Coal, Yale 
University, Colt Fireanns, and other 
employers have been due in consider
able pan to community support. 

When corporations began to close 
workplaces and move jobs with devas
tating local impact, there was little ef
fective response from business or 
political leaders, so workers and com
munities began to form coalitions 
through which they could influence 
economic decision-making and develop 
alternative economic strategies. Com
munity-labor coalitions, such as the 
Naugatuck Valley Project in Connec
ticut and the Tri-State Conference on 
Steel in the Pittsburg area, forced cor
porations to bargain with them over the 
closing or sale of plants and developed 
worker buyouts and industrial 
authorities as vehicles for preserving 
and developing the local economy. 

Starting in the Carter years, the 
Democratic Pany became less and less 
responsive to labor and other social 
movements, so activists from a wide 
range of movements began running 
candidates from their own ranks, often 
challenging conservative Democrats as 
well as Republicans. They created in
stitutions, such as the Legislative Elec
toral Action Project (LEAP) in Connec
ticut, Pro-Pac in New Mexico, the Min
nesota Alliance for Progressive Action 
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(MAPA), and local Rainbow coalitions, 
to recruit and support these candidates 
and to keep them accountable when 
elected Dozens of officials have been 
elected at state and local levels, 
caucuses of progressive legislators have 
been formed in several states, and the 
"Rainbow Coalition" campaigns of 
Jesse Jackson have projected an al
liance of social movements into the na
tional electoral arena. 

Throughout the 1980s, any issue that 
did not benefit corporate management 
or its right-wing allies was likely to 
face tough sledding. That included 
peace, social justice, human rights, ra
cial justice, human services, gay and 
lesbian rights, environmental protec
tion, and many other concerns. Groups 
that had previously been able to make 
headway on their own found themsel
ves going backward. So issue cam
paigns, too, began increasingly to take 
the fonn of coalitions. These achieved 
some of the few progressive victories 
of the Reagan era, such as plant closing 
legislation, Nuclear Freeze and Jobs 
with Peace referendums, comparable 
worth policies, and the defeat of Robert 
Bork's nomination to the Supreme 

· Court. 
The corporate-right offensive had 

unleashed an unanticipated process. It 
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led grassroots act1v1sts to develop a 
new mode of operation or political 
practice, an active outreach to each 
other: "bridge-building." 

The result is that what were once 
isolated movements are now beginning 
to redefine themselves as pan of an 
emerging alliance. This alliance can be 
conceived in a number of ways, none 
of which is as yet definitive: a move
ment of movements, a coalition of 
coalitions, a democratic convergence, a 
new social bloc. Elements of this al
liance call themselves Community
Labor Alliances, Rainbow, Progressive, 
or Populist Coalitions. All of these 
terms point to something which is 
emerging; none of them entirely en
compasses it 

What Makes These 
Coalitions Different? 

COOPERATION AMONG movements 
for social change is nothing new, 
and historical antecedents-from 

the Knights of Labor in the 1870s and 
1880s to the United Fann Workers or
ganizing drives a century later-<:an be 
found for these coalitions. But the pat
tern of today's grassroots alliances is 
strikingly different from those typical 
of the recent past. 



In the United States over the past 
half-century, coalitions between or
ganized labor and other movements 
have characteristically taken one of two 
forms. One is the Democratic Party, 
through which organized labor and 
many other groups have contested for a 
share of political power. The other is 
the "umbrella organization," such as the 
Civil Rights Leadership Conference, 
the Citizen Labor Energy Coalition, or 
the Progressive Alliance. Such umbrella 
organizations have usually been coali
tions of national organizations initiated 
by national leaders in which the union 
representatives were generally the 
dominant partners. 

The new inter-movement coopera
tion, in contrast, results primarily from 
initiative by local movement groups. In 
some instances, as in the case of Jobs 
With Justice union-support efforts or 
the campaign to defeat the nomination 
of Robert Bork to the Supreme Court, 
national organizations may provide sup
port or a framework for action. In 
others, as in the case of Connecticut 
LEAP or the Hormel meatpackers 
strike, local affiliates may pursue 
bridge-building despite the opposition 
of national parent organizations. 

Cooperation is often initiated by one 
or another movement or by repre
sentatives from a number of groups; in
creasingly it grows out of an already 
established network and a legacy of 
past cooperation. Those directly af
fected by a question may have more 
say about how to deal with it-the 
workers involved in Naugatuck Valley 
Project buyouts, for example, or in Jobs 
With Justice-supported strikes, have 
much of the initiative in coalition 
decision-making. But it is characteristic 
of these coalitions that no group is 
regarded as having a superior right to 
call the shots because it has more mem
bers, more money, or some other spe
cial status. As Connecticut LEAP 
founder Marc Caplan put it, coopera
tion requires that the largest and weal
thiest partners (in this case the unions) 
are willing to work as equal , not 
dominant, partners. 

These coalitions differ from tradi
tional ideological politics in that they 
do not demand agreement on a single 
"line" or even a common definition of 
reality. They depend on a political cul
ture which recognizes that meanings 
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will vary for different groups and Just in the past year or so, Greens 
which accepts the necessity at times to and Social Democrats formed govem
"agree to disagree." ing coalitions in several West German 

These coalitions also differ from cities; the Italian Communist Party put 
conventional interest group politics: ecology and feminism at the heart of its 
they represent not the competition platform; an environmentalist-trade 
among constituencies for their "piece o unionist alliance in Brazil resisted the 
the pie," but rather their alignment with destruction of the Amazon rain forest; 
other movements and with broad social Chines.e workers and students dem
interests. They appeal, as one picket onstrated side by side for democracy 
sign put it, to "Justice-not 'Just Us ' ." and civil liberties; striking miners in 

What is emerging differs from Siberia, with wide community backing, 
several common approaches to unifying demanded housing , -antipollution ef
social movements, such as construction forts, and constitutional reform; South 
of political parties, merged organiza- African unions joined with community 
tions, or political vanguards. It is dif- organizations to create a township
ferent from either an electoral party or based strategy against Apartheid; and 
a union in that it functions in many broad coalitions of workers, human 
spheres of society, not just government rights activists, environmentalists, and 
or workplace. It does not take the form other social movements transformed the 
of a single unified organization, but face of Eastern Europe. Labor-com
rather involve multiple organizations munity alliances in the United States 
and many levels of coordination. __ are part of this worldwide process. 
Rather than being controlled and per-
petuated by a distinct central leadership 
group, it is continually reconstructed by Bases of Cooperation 
coordinating initiatives from below. 

Indeed, the pattern emerging in 
many locations seems to be in effect a 
network of networks. Some portions of 
these networks are solidified into tem
porary organizations or permanent in
stitutions; other portions remain essen
tially communication links that can be 
mobilized when needed. Some are 
short-lived, others long-lasting, but the 
"network of networks" endures. 

These grassroots alliances also differ 
from two kinds of coalitions common 
in other countries. They bear little 
similarity to the alignments of front or
gan i za ti ons controlled and brought 
together by "vanguard" parties, for one 
group does not reach out to control the 
others from within. Nor do they 
resemble coalitions among political 
parties in a multiparty parliamentary 
system, for their constituents are 
grassroots movements, not party repre
sentatives, and their primary arena of 
action is not within a legislative as
sembly. 

On the other hand, the emerging 
labor-community alliances in the 
United States bear a strong affinity to 
movements all over the world that are 
attempting to link concerns of working 
people to what are sometimes referred 
to as the "new social movements." 
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THE CONSTRUCTION of com
munity-labor alliances or coali
tions has in a sense been "action 

research" to discover potential bases of 
cooperation. The results indicate that 
there are several , often overlapping, 
bases for cooperation, beyond the fact 
that the potential partners all were hurt 
by the corporate-right offensive. 

Sometimes cooperation has been 
based on little more than a recognized 
common enemy--that was the principal 
force that brought together the vast 
coalition to defeat Robert Bork. Some
times it amounts to a pragmatic "I'll
scratch-your-back-you-scratch-mine" 
exchange of support, as when Mas
sachusetts building trades unions for
mally agreed to open jobs for minority 
workers in return for help on a prevail
ing wage referendum. 

But often inter-movement coopera
tion has grown out of common or at 
least overlapping interests. Women and 
blacks have repeatedly cooperated to 
defend affirmative action programs. 
Employees, churches, government offi
cials, and even merchants have often 
supported efforts by groups like the 
Naugatuck Valley Project and the Steel 
Valley Authority to save local plants 
via worker or community buyouts. 
Some interests, such as environmental 
protection, m'ay be articulated by 
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specific groups, but the constituency 
that benefits from them may be so wide 
as to be nearly univ~rsal. 

Those who play the role of "bridge
builders" often tum out to have been 
personally active in several different 
movements, serving as crucial links in 
an emerging network. Overlapping 
membership also means that many 
members of one group have a direct 
stake in supporting the struggles of 
another to which they also belong: the 
increasing proportion of women in the 
labor movement, for example, has 
played a crucial role in bringing many 
unions to back womens' demands for 
abortion rights. 

Some programs have been con
structed in ways which are specifically 
designed to help unify different groups. 
The New Haven Community-Labor Al
liance, for example, developed and won 
a plan for cafeterias in local schools 
which united parents whose children 
would be fed and low-income com
munities for which it would provide 
jobs. Peace movement activists and 
workers in military industries jointly 
supported Minnesota Jobs with Peace 
plans for conversion from military to 
peacetime productio~emonstrating 
that such a program can bring together 
even longtime antagonists. 

Such integrating objectives are 
beginning to coalesce in wider 

programs for social change. Jesse 
Jackson 's proposals for protection of 
international labor rights combined the 
need of American workers for protec
tion from slave-labor competition with 
the concern of human rights and inter
national development activists for the 
conditions of third world peoples. Plans 
for conversion from military production 
to a community sector integrate the 
goals of a wide range of groups. 

The alliances are also fostered by a 
sense of common values~f human 
solidarity, mutual responsibility, social 
justice, and resistance to oppression. 
These are sometimes religious in origin, 
sometimes secular, but are most often 
expressed in language and symbols 
drawn from labor, civil rights , and 
other social movements. While neither 
their values nor their interpretation of 
those values are identical, the move
ments involved with the community
labor coalitions certainly cluster at the 
opposite pole from the laissez-faire in
dividualism and antagonism to dif
ference articulated by the corporate
ri ht alliance. 

Finally, these movements often share 
an identification with a wider, indeed 
global movement that is seen as trying 
to bring about a more just, peaceful, 

d environmentally sustainable world 
· movement is itself more of a net

work of ramifying conncctians than a 
I 
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ingle entity. As American church, 
' abor, anti-interventionist, women 's, en

ironmental, development, and other 
ovements have increasingly linked up 
ith their opposite numbers abroad 

hrough sister cities and sister locals, 
solidarity actions , and direct contact, 
the bridge-building network has begun 
to be part of a global movement in 
reality as well as in vision. These grow
ing links were powerfully symbolized 
when an international trade union 
delegation visited the coalfields during 
the Pittston strike and then helped pres
sure the United States government to 
intervene. As power and problems are 
becoming globalized, so is bridge
building. 

Cooperation Without Merger 

THE COMMUNITY-LABOR alliances 
tend neither to fall back into iso
lated movements nor to move 

toward merger in a single movement or 
organization. Rather they seem to be 
developing an increasingly rich set of 
social practices and organizations 
which reflect an attempt to synthesize 
cooperation and diversity. 

Some of the alignments are essen
tially ad hoc strike support committees; 
some are informal networks that con
vene to deal with problems as they 
arise; some are membership organiza
tions; some are composed of delegates 
from constituent organizations. Some 
have paid staff or officials; others are 
entirely voluntary. In some the active 
people are professional staff members 
or officials of other organizations; in 
others they are unpaid activists. 

In many areas there are multiple 
coalitions, often with overlapping mem
berships. Some of the organizations that 
participated in the Naugatuck Valley 
Project, for example, also belonged to a 
Waterbury Community-Labor Support 
Committee. The Naugatuck Valley 
Project included churches which could 
not engage in politics and was able to 
draw in wide sections of the com
munity which would not have par
ticipated in some of the Support 
Committee's more militant actions. The 
two alliances functioned nonetheless as 
part of the same broad network. 

The new alliances do not take the 
form of a single movement represented 
by a single party or other organization 
in part because many of their con-



srituent groups value their own distinc
tive identities. Many important move
ments of the past few decades, such as 
the women's, black, gay, and lesbian 
movements, have had the assertion of 
identity and the construction of group 
culture and institutions as central goals. 
To submerge such identities in some al
legedly broader definition , be it 
" worker," "progressive," or whatever, 
would in itself defeat a central goal of 
such movements. Fortunately, the asser
tion of distinct identities has not proved 
to be incompatible with an active out
reach for cooperation and mutual un
derstanding with others. 

There are also differences of interest 
within emerging alliances. While the 
United States has some of the sharpest 
divisions of wealth and income in the 
Western world, its people are not 
grouped into neat, homogeneous 
categories like "middle class," "work
ing class," "poor," or "underclass." 
However these categories are defined, 
they have vague and shifting boun
daries and most individuals and 
families cannot be neatly fitted into one 
or another group. . 

Nonetheless, there are certainly 
divergences of interest within the new 
community-labor alliances--di vergen
ces which would be likely to split a 
single movement or organization. In 
one city, for example, a requirement 
that public employees be city residents 
recently disrupted an otherwise 
cooperative relationship between 
predominantly low-income black and 
Latino inner city community organiza
tions and public employee unions, 
many of whose members lived in 
predominantly white, "middle class" 
suburbs. 

These divergences cut across each 
other and operate in different ways in 
different contexts. Much of the cor
porate-right alliance's electoral success 
was based on appealing to whites to 
vote as whites, rather than on the com
mon interests they share with blacks as 
workers. Women workers in a corpora
tion may conflict as workers with 
women managers, but they also share 
common interests as women in oppos
ing gender discrimination at all 
levels-an opposition that may bring 
them into conflict with men with whom 
they otherwise have class interests in 
common. 
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At times, differences on issues are 
virtually unbridgeable. Catholic ac
tivists and feminists may agree com
pletely on dozens of issues, and yet 
find an irresolvable conflict on abortion 
rights. Such conflicts can be bridged 
creatively in many but not all instances. 
Coalitions allow cooperation on com
mon goals while agreeing to disagree 
on others. 

Other sources of division are less 
closely linked to movements' basic 
goals and values, but nonetheless 
restrict closer ties. Leaders may believe 
that their personal and/or institutional 
power is threatened by participation in 
wider groupings. AFL-CIO affiliates 
were ordered to withdraw from some 
electoral coalitions, for example, on the 
grounds that they would compete with 
the parent organization's Committee on 
Political Education (COPE) and its en
dorsement procedures. 

Suspicion and hostility rooted in 
past conflicts and the bigotry rampant 
in American society also impede coali
tion. Overt or subtle "baiting" of 
bridge-builders for their association 
with alien forces is not uncommon; at a 
recent coalition meeting which included 
gay rights activists, for example, a 
labor delegate demanded to know 
"Why is our union making a coalition 
with ' life-style' groups?" 

In Many Spheres 

S IGNIFICANTI.Y. COMMUNITY-LABOR 

alliances are rarely located within 
a single social realm. They cut 

across the boundaries of workplace, 
economy, politics, and culture. Indeed, 
this is one of the reasons that the 
phenomenon of labor-community align
ment as a whole has received so little 
recognition. 

These alliances are forced to operate 
in a variety of spheres in part for the 
simple reason that the corporate-right 
alliance is itself entrenched in many 
spheres. As the miners' strike against 
Pittston and many other examples 
show, labor strength in the workplace is 
vulnerable if corporate-right-Oominated 
government forces can easily be called 
in to defeat a strike or organizing cam
paign. Conversely, even after winning 
protective legislation, environmental 
groups have found that. polluters can 
often use local administrations, courts, 
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paid experts, and economic terrorism 
(the threat of job loss) to defeat the in
tent of the law in the absence of or
ganized community pressure for its en
forcement. 

But the tendency of alliances to 
operate in multiple social spheres also 
represents a response to the globaliza
tion and fragmentation of power: the 
decoupling of multinational corpora
tions from national states and the blur
ring of corporate boundaries through 
joint ventures and other alliances; the 
rise of TV, computer networks, regional 
economic blocs, and other formations 
that cut across long-established nation
al, economic, and cultural frontiers; the 
gradual, then sudden, replacement of 
the economic, political, social, military, 
and ideological confluences embodied 
in "East" and "West" by fluid, multiple, 
and overlapping networks and boun
daries . This obscure but palpable 
restructuring of power is also ex
perienced in daily life, an increasing 
proportion of which is spent moving 
among and trying to coordinate diverse 
institutions in different social spheres. 

The labor-community alliances are 
not centered in one sphere partly be
cause there a no single social sphere, be 
it economic, political, military, or 
ideological, whose control gives power 
over the rest. There are no commanding 
heights to storm, no Winter Palace to 
seize, no single center from which so
cial power is exercised. 

Even those whose goal is to main
tain domination increasingly talk and 
operate in terms of the coordination of 
networks--albeit of coordination in the 
interest of those on top and pre-struc
tured to prevent a challenge to their 
power. For only through such networks 
can the filaments of power necessary to 
accomplish anything be brought 
together. Th~ community-labor allian
ces arc structured in effect to apply 
similar techniques for coordinating the 
challenge to such domination. 

Strategies 

T
HE COMMUNITY-LABOR alliances 
gather elements of power outside 
a given sphere and project them 

into struggles within that sphere. Elec
toral coalitions, such as LEAP and Pro
Pac, take the energy, skills, and finan
cial resources of a variety of laoor and 



community movements and .funnel 
them into the political arena. Strike 
support operations use influence in 
government, media, communities, the 
marke11place, and other spheres to affect 
srrugg!'es in the workplace. 

Pressure can succeed in part because 
the power centers being attacked are 
themselves often coalitions whose com
ponents are subject to pressure in other 
spheres. Even as seemingly unified an 
institution as a corporation is, in the 
words of Ray Rogers of Corporate 
Campaigns, "a coalition of individual 
and institutional interests that can be 
challenged, attacked, divided and con
quered." Such a "divide-and-liberate" 
strategy will become increasingly vi
able-and necessary-in a fragmenting 
world where no single "power struc
ture" integrates economic, political, 
ideological, and military power. 

This strategy is currently limited by 
the weakness of the allies within each 
sphere. But much coalition effort is 
now directed toward building the res
pective partners' power. Community or
ganizations are increasingly serving as 
the base for workplace organizing. And 
both labor and community groups are 
making a major commitment to joint 
action in electoral politics. These ef
forts are pursued in part because they 
increase coalition power across as well 
as within social spheres. 

Community-Labor Alliance 
And The Restructuring Of 
Power 

D
ESPITE ITS success at promoting 
military and economic violence 
at home and abroad, the cor

porate-right alliance has utterly failed 
to re-establish American hegemony
economic, political, military, or cul
tural. Indeed, its efforts have only ac
celerated the globalization and frag
mentation of power. 

The emerging pattern of social 
power is fraught with dangers. It is fail
ing to reverse onrushing ecological 
catastrophe, impoverishing economic 
competition, or the proliferation of 
nuclear and chemical weapons. It is un
able to rectify oppression and injustice 
or even mitigate their effects. The frag
mentation of power may lead simply to 
escalating conflict among multiplying 
power centers, each intensifying the ex-
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ploitation and abuse of those human 
and natural resources it controls. 

The alternative cannot be the res
toration of national power and/or cor
porate liberalism. The technological 
and organizational forces that have 
promoted globalization and fragmenta
tion make such a reversion almost in
conceivable. Besides, these forces are 
also opening new possibilities for 
human liberation. 

Authoritarian hierarchical pyramids 
-whether Communist planning bur
eaucracies or multilayered corporate 
managerial bureaucracies-are dying or 
restructuring themselves in the face of a 
desperate need for ·horizontal coopera
tion and initiative from below. Work by 
self-directing individuals and groups is 
proving more productive than work by 
people required to act like machines. 

There is an expanding possibility
indeed necessity- for a social order in 
which people coordinate their activity 
from below, living in equality and 
solidarity with each other and in har
mony with nature. Today 's globaliza
tion and fragmentation contain some of 
the preconditions for an evolving social 
order based on self-defining social 
groups directing their own activity and 
coordinating it through a network of or
gans at every level from the local to the 
global. But those possibilities are 
blighted by the drive for profit and 
domination-protected so tenaciously 
by the corporate-right ascendancy in 
the United States. 

The restructuring of power going on 
around us empowers irresponsible 
political, military, economic, and cul
tural elites, but it also fragments the in
tegrated power structures of the cold 
war era. Labor-community coalitions 
are in effect putting a democratizing 
twist on today's globalization and frag
mentation of power, striving to impose 
norms of justice, nonviolence, and en
vironmental sustainability on a wide 
range of institutions. 

Labor-community coalitions can be 
a vehicle for making institutions 
responsible both to their own rank and 
file and to the needs of other groups, 
society as a whole, and the environ
ment. They join together both specific 
rank-and-file groups and the broader 
community. And they reflect an under
standing that the goals of particular 
groups must be integrated with those of 
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other groups and society at large. A 
paradigm of such integration: the Oil, 
Chemical, and Atomic Workers recently 
demanded joint union-company moni
toring of the environment around the 
plants where its members work. A 
union official noted, "The people who 
live in the communities where we 
work, which includes us, our families 
and friends, won 't be protected unless 
we take the initiative." 

The integration of rank-and-file and 
broader social interests requires a 
devolution of power both upward and 
downward. Economic enterprises, for 
example, need to be made subject to 
the control of their workers and the 
communities they affect; at the same 
time they need to be subject to national 
and global regulation to ensure that 
they do not destroy community and 
regional economies or the environment. 
Nation-states need to be radically 
decentralized with greatly increased 
power for local communities and 
regions to shape their own lives; at the 
same time, their predatory sovereignty 
needs to be restricted by far stronger 
international law and regulation, par
ticularly to eliminate their military 
means of destruction. 

Grassroots labor-community coali
tions can be seen as experiments in 
realizing the liberatory possibilities of 
the contemporary restructuring of 
power. They are models for coordinat
ing different groups and concerns from 
below without imposing a central 
authority or a single common identity. 

When Connecticut LEAP member 
groups join to support candidates but 
nonetheless retain their own endorse
ment procedures, or when Los Angeles 
activists form a common citywide 
precinct organization while retaining 
their distinct organizational affiliations, 
they gain the benefits of cooperation 
with minimal loss of initiative or 
autonomy for constituent groups; the 
rules and practices recycle power back 
to the base. When a variety of groups 
participate · in "Rainbow coalitions," 
they promote common interests in a 
way that explicitly recognizes their dis
tinct identities. 

The practice of bridge-building, and 
the kind of diversified, continually self
reconstructing cooperation it creates, 
provides a model for the kind of social 
organization we need. z 
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