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At both the beginning and end of the twentieth century relations between the labor movements and political parties in the United States and Great Britain showed striking similarities.  In the early twentieth century, unions in both countries were excluded from power and became involved in national politics due to employer opposition and a business-friendly judiciary.  And today both labor movements find themselves structurally linked with party organizations that they no longer dominate, party organizations whose leaders have adopted Third Way, neo-liberal policies generally corrosive of union power and aims. This paper examines the routes by which each labor movement moved from the early impotence to their present impasse; and does so by deploying a typology we have discussed more fully elsewhere
. It is a typology that accounts for the level of formal structural integration between union and party, and the degree to which unions influence policy regardless of the formal linkages they enjoy.  The typology consists of four possibilities
:

· an external lobbying type—where unions and parties have no formal organizational integration, and unions have little or no policy-making influence;

· an internal lobbying type—where there is little or no formal organizational integration, but unions are routinely consulted in party policy-making;

· a union-party bonding type—where the special status of unions results in their occupying important governmental positions within the party, but not in domination of party policy-making; and 

· a union dominance model--where unions both occupy important governmental positions within the party, and are able to dominate party policy-making.

We find that ties often varied together between the two countries, but with relations always tighter in the UK.  We also find that the current situation marks the first occasion since mid-century where the union-bonding category of the typology fits both labour movements simultaneously, and note that – given the earlier closer fit between unions and parties in the UK - this present similarity of position marks a more serious diminution of union power there than in the US.

I: THE FORMATION OF THE RELATIONSHIP

The move toward political action.

The Labour Party originated in 1900 when several socialist societies and the Trades Union Congress established the Labour Representation Committee (LRC) to promote the election of socialists and trade unionists to Parliament.  But during this embryonic period it was still unclear whether the LRC would evolve into an independent party or remain allied with the Liberal Party.  In the United States, leaving aside the fleeting experiences of earlier groups, trade unions entered national politics once-and-for-all in 1906 when the American Federation of Labor abandoned—in deed if not in word—its position of nonalignment in favor of a close relationship with the Democrats (Gompers/Salvatore, 1984: 171-181).  

In both Britain and the US, political action was spurred by legal findings against unions, particularly the issuance of injunctions against union activities.  In Britain, the LRC’s membership tripled after it pledged to fight the claim for strike damages awarded to the Taff Vale Railway Company by the House of Lords. And with that momentum the renamed Labour Party grew to 1,900,000 members by 1912, in the process clearly establishing its capacity to eclipse the Liberal Party as the voice of working people in Parliament.  

In the US, it was also the labor injunction, particularly in the Danbury Hatters and Buck’s Stove cases, which pushed the AFL toward political action.  In 1906, the AFL drew up Labor’s Bill of Grievances as a petition to both parties, established its own Labor Representation Committee after the British model, and targeted several Republican members of Congress for defeat. There were certainly voices within the labor movement for the creation of a separate labor party or for closer alliances with one of the socialist parties, particularly Eugene Deb’s Socialist Party or Daniel DeLeon’s Socialist Labor Party.  During this period the former had achieved considerable electoral success, particularly at the municipal level.  However, by this time in his life AFL president Samuel Gompers had renounced socialism in favor of so-called “bread-and-butter” unionism, so an alliance between the AFL and one of socialist parties was nearly impossible (Taft, 1957:  149-162). In 1908, when he spoke at the Democratic National Convention, the Party responded by including an anti-injunction plank in its platform.  In turn, the AFL put its resources behind the candidacy of William Jennings Bryan for president.  Republican President Theodore Roosevelt had attempted to meet some of labor’s demands, but was blocked by members of his own party who supported a strong federal judiciary.  So while the Republicans were generally hostile to labor, two groups within the Democratic Party were sympathetic.  The first, naturally enough, was northern members of Congress from working class districts; the second was southerners whose hatred of unions was surpassed by their dislike of the federal judiciary’s meddling in what they believed to be state-level matters—in this case, labor disputes.  This unusual coalition formed the first bond between organized labor and the Democratic Party (Dubofsky, 1994: 51-52).

Relations develop.

In Great Britain, the period between 1906 and 1918 was clearly one of union domination: the Labour Party, with no provision of for individual membership, was a captive entity of the unions.  That changed with the Labour Party Constitution of 1918, which assured the structural link between the unions and party—the unions were guaranteed thirteen of the twenty-three seats on the National Executive Committee (NEC)—but provided for individual membership, diluting the institutional strength of the unions.  Moreover, it was clear that Labour was reaching for a wider audience following the war, and, indeed, in the election of 1923 its share of the popular vote exceeded total union membership (Laybourn, 2000: 23-30). But as the Labour Party expanded beyond its base its broader agenda occasionally conflicted with the interests of the trade unions.  For example, in 1924 the first Labour government used the Emergency Powers Act to deal with industrial disputes, the second Labour government of 1929 to1931 was reluctant to repeal an act that made sympathy strikes illegal, and both governments pursued deflationary strategies (Laybourn, 2000: 41).

Meanwhile, in the US, ties between labor and the Democrats strengthened during Wilson's presidency.  Although the AFL originally opposed Wilson’s nomination, the Democrats incorporated labor's demands in their presidential platform and the AFL committed its resources to his campaign.  Afterwards, Wilson established regular contact between the AFL and the Department of Labor, sought labor's advice on judicial appointments, attended the dedication of AFL headquarters, and, in 1917, became the first president to address an AFL convention.  More substantively, he supported union actions in the mines and on the railroads, and signed legislation on behalf of merchant seamen and in opposition to child labor (Dubofsky, 1994: 52-60).  It was the establishment of the National War Labor Board that had the greatest effect.  The tripartite NWLB was the first federal institution to support the rights of workers to organize and the obligation of employers to bargain.  The result was a seventy percent surge in union membership to over five million workers.  The increase brought union membership to approximately twenty percent of the labor force, the highest it had been to that date (McCartin, 1997).

The subsequent disarray within the Democratic Party then weakened union-party links in the 1920s.   Although the 1924 platform still included some perfunctory language about the rights of labor, Gompers could legitimately complain that if:  "you look in the platforms of 1908, 1912, and 1916 and you will find nothing of any of them in the platform of 1924 (Taft, 1957: 484)."  In fact there were probably several reasons, other than party disarray, which also help to explain the Democrats' movement away from labor after the war.  One reason may have been political expediency as a conservative tide swept the nation (Taft, 1964: 361-371).  Another possibility is that the wartime alliance was merely a pragmatic relationship to assure labor’s support for the war and to assure uninterrupted wartime production (McCartin, 1997: 221-227).  And yet a third possibility, following Dark (1999:  32-43), is that union-party relations are strongest when both partners are most unified internally.  The Democrats were not unified at all following the death of Wilson, and labor was split between support for the Progressive Party of Robert LaFollette and the Democrats (Taft, 1964: 383-389).  It is likely that all three reasons played some part in the schism.

The disarray in the Democratic Party in the early 1920s was echoed in the circumstances of the Labour Party in 1931 when, an unbridgeable divide over macro-economic policy began a second period of union-dominance in the UK in the 1930s. In 1931, TUC opposition to unemployment benefit cuts split the Cabinet. Labour's minority government fell, its prime minister joining a Tory-dominated coalition. In the ensuing election Labour slumped from 288 to 52 mostly union-sponsored MPs. Key unions set out to rebuild the party and avoid another parliamentary betrayal. The central instrument was a reconstitution in 1932 of the union-party National Joint Council (NJC), soon renamed the National Council of Labour (NCL). The TUC took half the seats, and the Council would now 'consider all questions affecting the Labour Movement as a whole, and make provision for taking immediate and united action on all questions of national emergency' (cited in Shackleton, 1991, 116). The NCL thus became 'the most authoritative body in the Labour movement in formulating policy' and the main vehicle for the domineering Transport and General Workers Union (TGWU) leader Ernest Bevin (Bullock 1960, 512). Party policy, including foreign policy on fascism, communism and re-armament, was determined almost entirely by union block votes. Labour's Immediate Programme of 1937, the foundation of the victorious 1945 election manifesto, was the common product of the TUC's new Economic Committee and a new generation of social democratic intellectuals (Durbin 1985). 

This new generation of social democratic party leaders, led into office by Clement Attlee in 1945, dominated the party and its programme to the extent that the linkage reverted to the union-party bonding form. After 1940, incorporation of unions into the wartime state was comprehensive, and continued into the extended postwar state. Attlee kept union leaders at arms length from the party-in-government. After 1945 the National Council of Labour (NCL) no longer formulated or monitored policy, and become 'relatively functionless' (Minkin 1992, 97). But personal relationships were close, and the 1945 Labour government delivered unprecedented economic and social benefits to unions and workers, declaring full employment the first priority of economic policy, nationalizing key industries, and establishing a universal welfare state. The linkage settled into a pattern that lasted until the end of the 1960s, with key unions defending the party's leadership from leftwing challenges.

In the US meanwhile, the AFL continued its ostensible commitment to non-partisanship.  Shortly before the election of 1932, John Frey (1932: 1012), secretary-treasurer of the AFL's Metal Trades Department wrote in the American Federationist, “One fact can be stated without qualification:  The American Federation of Labor will take an active part in the campaign this year as it has in years past.  It will definitely refrain from endorsing any political party.” Yet despite this rhetoric, labor was frustrated by Herbert Hoover's inability to solve the problems of the economic depression.  The election of Franklin D. Roosevelt and an overwhelming Democratic majority to Congress in 1932 provided an opportunity for renewal of the Wilson-era coalition of government and trade union leaders that had been so important to labor during the NWLB days (Dubofsky, 1994; Fraser, 1989).  The main product of their effort was Section 7a of the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) and soon after the Wagner Act, which placed collective bargaining at the center of the administration’s economic policy (Kaufman, 1996).  With the contemporaneous founding of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), union membership surged and by World War II most labor leaders and rank-and-file trade unionists were solidly Democratic.
 And despite the subsequent setback of the Taft-Hartley Act, and the somewhat lukewarm relations between organized labor and the Truman administration, both the ranks of labor and its ties with the Democratic Party continued to grow.  It was also during this period that both the AFL and CIO formed political action committees.  The CIO was first when it established a PAC in 1943 as a successor to its miss-titled Labor’s Nonpartisan League.  The AFL was more reluctant to raise funds for purely political purposes, but relented after passage of the Taft-Hartley Act and established Labor’s League for Political Education (Taft, 1964: 606-615). Although the AFL had abandoned most of its third party hopes after LaFollette’s defeat in 1924, leftists within the CIO supported a closer alliance with Henry Wallace’s Progressive Party.  The communists within the CIO had supported Roosevelt during the Popular Front era, but were eager to reassert themselves after the war, particularly in light of Truman’s hard-line anti-communist stance and the dawn of the Cold War.  The conflict led to the expulsion of communist-led unions and closer relations between labor and the Democrats.  As Brody (1993: 70) writes “For the communist-led unions, this meant expulsion in 1950.  For the CIO, it put the seal on the attachment to the Democrat party.”  By the time of the merger of the AFL and CIO in 1955, the relationship between the unions and the party appeared steadfast. Melvyn Dubofsky (1994: 208) writes: “In some cities and states, the Democratic Party organization and the local labor movement grew almost indistinguishable.”

An assessment of  the early relationships.

In the UK, from the establishment of Labour Party through mid-century, the relationship between the party and labor movement oscillated between union dominance and union-party bonding types.  Union dominance was first assured through formal structures that guaranteed labor’s control of the party and diminished the role of individuals and the socialist groups.  The second wave of dominance came when the unions reinvigorated a key policy-making organ of the party, the NCL, and developed a policy program along the lines favored by the key unions rather than those of the party’s left wing. But twice during the period, the grip of unions on the party was loosened.  This first occurred in 1918 as structural ties were weakened, mainly through the adoption of direct membership to broaden the electoral appeal of the party.  The second weakening came with the election of a majority Labour government in 1945

In the US, relations swung between external lobbying and internal lobbying types, with strong evidence of union-party bonding by mid-century.  The Wilson government courted the labor movement and solidified relations through the NWLB.  However, formal structural ties were never established, and relations collapsed in the 1920s.  In the 1930s, relations were reestablished, although the unions continued their ostensible position of non-partisanship.  Nonetheless, a reciprocal dependence grew as the Roosevelt administration made collective bargaining a central of feature of the New Deal.  By the post-war period, the union officials clearly maintained a privileged position in party policy-making, and dominated some party structures at the state and municipal levels, where a union bonding model could be applied.

II. THE RELATIONSHIP IN TENSION

Relations begin to cool.

In the UK, following Labour’s narrow defeat in the 1951 elections, and split in 1959 over Clause Four of the Labour Party Constitution—which called for the public ownership of industry—relations between labor and party leaders were occasionally strained well into the 1960s.
  Nonetheless, Labour was able to secure a narrow victory in the 1964 elections and a much more significant win in 1966.    Tensions, however, grew as Harold Wilson’s government moved to control inflation.  

Prior to the 1964 election, the unions had agreed to a voluntary incomes' policy, but found it increasingly difficult to police as Labour introduced stringent deflationary measures.  A statutory wage freeze was introduced in 1966 to relieve pressure on the pound, and more deflationary measures followed the sterling devaluation of 1967. By 1969, the internecine bickering erupted in open conflict over Labour’s legislative proposal, the white paper In Place of Strife, which argued for the registration of unions, a government role in settling inter-union disputes, mandatory cooling-off periods prior to strikes, and secret ballots for certain types of strike votes.  The unions viewed the document as an unnecessary peacetime intrusion in voluntary industrial relations.  The result, according to one cabinet member, was “six months of civil war”…resulting in “permanent damage” to the union-party link (Healey, 1990: 341).

Following the election defeat of 1970 and the Conservative's enactment of the 1971 Industrial Relations Act—which put into effect several of the proposals from In Place of Strife—the unions moved again to assert greater control.  A new TUC-Labour Party Liaison Committee was formed to replace the moribund NLC, and produced the Social Contract, which touched upon issues ranging from industrial relations and anti-inflation policies to industrial strategy, European integration, and improved social services.  The document stated that the “the first task” of a Labour government would be “to conclude with the TUC, on the basis of agreements being reached on the Liaison Committee, a wide-ranging agreement on the policies to be pursued in all aspects of our economic life and discuss with them the order of priorities of their fulfillment (Trades Union Congress, 1974: 315).” Initially, the incoming Labour government seemed intent on making the Social Contract work.  The Conservative government’s compulsory wage restraints were scrapped, as was the Industrial Relations Act.  But again, rising inflation and increasing unemployment undermined the program.  By 1975, the government reintroduced wage controls (again with official union support), began draconian cuts in public spending, and soon abandoned its interventionist industrial policy (Laybourn, 2000: 103).

After Wilson’s retirement and the election of James Callaghan as party leader, Labour’s rhetoric changed course to match its abandonment of Keynesianism.  At the Party Conference in 1978, unions rejected the government’s five percent wage increase guidelines.  Soon after, the TUC rejected all further restrictions and voted to return to free collective bargaining, unable to stem any longer the surge in industrial unrest throughout the “Winter of Discontent” in 1978 and 1979.  In May of 1979, Margaret Thatcher was elected prime minister, and for the next eighteen years Labour remained in opposition (Marsh, 1992: 59-64). With the collapse of the Social Contract in 1978/79 and election defeat in 1979, key unions now joined leftwing party rebels to produce the revamped, union-friendly 'alternative economic strategy' that would constitute the 1983 manifesto. Unions also participated actively in the campaign to limit Labour MPs' autonomy, though their role is easily exaggerated. Union majorities did not exist for any of the controversial reforms, but union block votes were sufficiently divided to permit rebellious party activists to swing the votes (Minkin 1992, 195-8). Key unions supported a purge of marxists from the party, and when left leader Tony Benn challenged for party's deputy leadership, he secured only 15 per cent of union votes in the first round, 35 per cent on the second. In 1982, alarmed by Margaret Thatcher’s anti-union bigotry and the breakaway rightwing Social Democratic Party, unions enforced the so-called ‘Peace of Bishop’s Stortford’ to end internal conflict. In 1983, Labour's worst election result since 1918 opened an extended period of union-party bonding, as party leaders gradually dismantled formal union control of the party, while key unions facilitated new leader Neil Kinnock's 'modernization' of Labour's economic and foreign policies (Ludlam 2000).

In America, the period began differently, but ended much the same. Labor and the Democratic Party entered the 1960s as a tight alliance.  Although the percentage of union members in the labor force had reached its peak several years earlier and was declining, unions and the AFL-CIO were further strengthening their position in the political process and within the Democratic Party.  In fact, when the decline in union membership reached critical proportions in the 1980s, some critics argued that unions had become overly involved in “beltway” politics during the period at the expense of shop floor organizing (Moody, 1988: 17-70).  The most obvious example of the labor’s clout during the period was the role it played in helping Lyndon Johnson pass his Great Society package. 

Johnson went about the task of cultivating his ties with labor immediately, phoning AFL-CIO president George Meany and secretary-treasurer Walter Reuther the day after John F. Kennedy's assassination and assuring them of his support for labor’s positions.  Several weeks later, Johnson met with the entire AFL-CIO executive council to review his support for a jobs’ program, Medicare, civil rights and other social programs. It is reported that Johnson communicated with both Meany and Reuther several times a week (Dark, 1999: 50).  The payoff was that Congress passed nearly all of the administration’s domestic proposals.  Congressional Quarterly noted, “The lawmakers action in the fields of civil rights, anti-poverty, education, and other social welfare areas under Mr. Johnson’s energetic and experienced leadership generally followed the unions’ longstanding stance on social legislation’ (Dark, 1999: 56).

But by 1968 the deepening US involvement in Vietnam along with the racial violence that swept the nation weakened Johnson.  Yet while the nation was turning increasingly against the war, most labor leaders stood behind Johnson and his Vietnam policy.  And while many labor leaders were supportive of civil rights generally, many were uncomfortable with the radical tendencies of the black power and feminist movements.  Indeed, many union leaders faced demands from minority and women’s caucuses within their own unions (Moody, 1988: 71-94).  Thus when Johnson decided not to seek re-election, most union leaders supported Hubert Humphrey, giving him the AFL-CIO’s first official endorsement, while anti-war, black, and feminist groups supported Eugene McCarthy or Robert Kennedy.

Humphrey’s loss emboldened the voices for change, particularly those who were allied with the New Politics” movement of the New Democratic Coalition (NDC) The mechanism for this change was the Commission on Party Structure and Delegate Selection chaired by Senator George McGovern.  Following hearings in a number of cities, the commission issued its report directing state parties to include blacks, women, and young people in their convention delegations in proportion to their presence in the population.  The recommendations were adopted in a ten to nine vote at a meeting boycotted by labor member I.W. Abel of the Steelworkers union (Radosh, 1996: 139-140).  The rules took effect in time for the 1972 Democratic National Convention.  Radosh (1996: 140) continues:

The results meant that the traditional Democratic mainstays, such as organized labor, were now regarded as ‘special interests,’ a term that denoted a group to which the party should not kowtow.  No longer could labor, which since the New Deal era had pulled out the votes for Democratic candidates, be counted on to have their desires taken into consideration by the Democratic Party.

The changes left organized labor with much less influence over the presidential nominating process; and the AFL-CIO’s executive council voted twenty-seven to three, with five abstentions, to remain neutral in the 1972 election.  With this vote of neutrality, member unions were free to go their own way, and forty large national unions put their resources behind McGovern.  Some even stopped funding the AFL-CIO political action fund in protest.  Nonetheless, the result was a patchwork of relationships between various labor groups and individual Democratic candidates.  In turn, McGovern managed only 43.1 percent of the union vote, the lowest level since Wilson’s first election in 1912 (Dark, 1999: 132).  

The system that allowed McGovern to bypass much of organized labor from the left, provided Jimmy Carter the same opportunity from the right.  And soon after his election, Carter began to clash with labor over the size of his economic stimulus package, the amount of increase in the minimum wage, and his position—or rather, change in position—on national health care.  Some labor leaders also blamed Carter for not doing enough to push the Labor Law Reform Act, which would have aided union organizing. A further issue, and one which mirrored the problems between British unions and Harold Wilson’s government, was Carter’s attempt to control inflation.  The president imposed voluntary wage and price controls, and was derided by Meany who said (Robinson, 1981: 381): “Nobody knows how it’s going to work…Now the carrot and stick approach is used on a beast of burden, and it works quite well.  But I never heard a horse say he approved of the idea.”  The acrimony between Carter and Meany led to a temporary break-off in all communications between the AFL-CIO and the White House.  

Fences were mended temporarily in 1979 when the executive branch and labor movement entered into The National Accord, which gave labor a formal consultative role in certain matters and was modeled after portions of Britain’s Social Contract.  As well, Meany’s retirement and the rise to power of the more conciliatory Lane Kirkland helped heal the rift. However, The National Accord soon became a dead letter when both the White House and Federal Reserve pursued a recessionary strategy to cool inflation.  With a tighter money supply, unemployment shot up to nearly eight percent in the summer of 1980 as industrial production fell (Robinson, 1981: 356-392; Dark, 1999: 99-124).

III: RESOLVING THE TENSIONS?

Between the 1950s and 1980 relations began to change on both sides of the Atlantic.  In Britain, structural ties stayed relatively constant throughout the period, but in the US labor lost ground as other groups within the party asserted their strength.  But much more significantly, disagreements arose over economic policy assumptions—as both the Callaghan Labour Government and the Carter Democrats retreated from the kind of Keynesian assumptions and policies that had underpinned party-union relations in both countries throughout the post-war period.  That retreat towards neo-liberalism did not, however, save either party from electoral defeat by more strident neo-liberal political forces (in 1979 in the UK, in 1980 in the US):  electoral defeats which, in both the British and American cases, inspired unions to rebuild structural ties and try again to bring the parties around to labor’s way of thinking

In the UK, key large unions backed moves to control selection of the party leader, against the backdrop of a sustained attempt by left-wing forces (in both the unions and constituency parties) to commit Labour to a very radical set of industrial and social policies.  While Labour MPs had always selected the prime minister, a new electoral college was established at the Special Party Conference in 1981 that gave trade unions forty percent of the vote, the constituency parties thirty percent, and Labour MPs thirty percent.  Meanwhile, Michael Foot was elected party leader, and Labour entered the 1983 election with a platform entitled A New Hope for Britain, which emphasized public ownership and other traditional socialist values.  The party took its worst drubbing since 1918 (Laybourn, 112-118).

Following the 1983 election, Labour’s leadership gradually dismantled union control of the party.  While party leader Neil Kinnock failed to end the local union block vote in 1984, he was successful after the 1987 election defeat in ending the Liaison Committee and in limiting the block vote to forty percent in MP selection and seventy percent in annual party conference votes (Gould, 1998: 189-190).  
The 1987 defeat also led to the formation of the Policy Review, which laid the theoretical framework for the birth of New Labour in the early 1990s.  What began as a series of poorly attended “Labour Listens” public meetings, developed into a manifesto that moved the party toward a pro-market position, limiting the role of government in the economy primarily to training, regional development, and the enforcement of competition.  The Policy Review reinforced the end of Keynesian demand management and argued for a commitment to low inflation.  It also suggested that none of the Thatcher-era Trade Union Laws be repealed (Driver & Martell, 1998: 15).

In the US, the disappointment over Carter’s presidency and the election of Ronald Reagan and a Republican majority to the Senate also motivated American unions to reestablish ties with the Democratic Party, leading to the current application of the union-party bonding type.  To begin the process, Kirkland reached out to the New Politics groups that Meany deplored.  In turn, the party gave labor thirty-five seats on the Democratic National Committee, including four of twenty-five seats on its executive committee.  Further, another party commission, co-chaired by Governor James B. Hunt of North Carolina and UAW president Douglas Fraser, rewrote some of the McGovern era convention rules to assure a stronger and more unified labor voice in the nominating process.  The AFL-CIO’s final move was to issue an early endorsement for Walter Mondale, raising its profile in the presidential selection process (Dark, 1999: 125-140; Radosh, 1996, 194-198).

The Mondale endorsement was a significant gamble and, like Foot’s defeat, the critical turning point in contemporary union/party relations.  If Mondale had won the presidential election—with a platform calling for a tax increase and an active government policy to fight deindustrialization—much credit would surely have gone to labor for its early endorsement and strong support (Vallely: 1993).  The old coalition would have been vindicated.  Indeed, Mondale did win the party’s nomination with labor’s backing and went on to gain sixty-one percent of the votes of union members in the general election (Dark, 1999: 132; Sousa, 1993).  However, Reagan’s substantial victory showed that strong labor support meant little when union members accounted for less than twenty percent of the workforce.  Today, less than fourteen percent of the workforce is in unions (Hirsch & Macpherson, 2001)

Hence by the mid-1980s, both pillars of the union/party relations were crumbling in both countries.  The philosophical assumptions that held the relationships together for so many years were no longer shared, and the structural ties were proving less useful as labor’s share of the vote declined.  

IV: THE PRESENT SITUATION

In the UK, despite these changes mentioned above, Labour lost its fourth general election in 1992, and internal party reforms went even further:  the conference block vote share was immediately reduced to seventy percent, to fall in time to forty-nine percent; block voting was eliminated in favor of "one member one vote" in MP selection; the union vote was reduced to thirty-three percent in the electoral college; and, most symbolically, the rule requiring eligible party members also to be union members was abolished (Laybourn, 2000: 129-131). Tony Blair, the first Labour Party leader elected under the reformed electoral college, has ended direct union sponsorship of MPs, cut the union conference vote to forty-nine percent, and ended union control of the National Executive Committee.  The constitutional Partnership in Power reforms of 1997 allowed unions just seventeen percent of the seats on the new National Policy Forum, excluded almost all direct union resolutions to the Party Conference, and formalized the centralization of policy-making under Blair’s control.  He also reduced the unions’ share of party funding to thirty percent from a high of ninety percent in the 1970s (Ludlam, 2001: 117).  The 1997 Labour Party Manifesto stated that trade unions can “expect fairness but not favours” from the party.

The Blair-led party has made virtually a clean break from Labour’s socialist past in fulfilling Gaitskell’s dream of replacing Clause Four.  While the old clause dedicated the party to “common ownership of the means of production, distribution, and exchange,”  the party now stands for “common endeavor” in pursuit of individual potential, and to “the enterprise of the market and the rigor of competition,” but with power, wealth and opportunity in the “hands of the many not the few.” But while the Labour Party was pushing the unions to the margins, the Labour government was developing a modest piece of legislation to consolidate the weakened position of unions in the workplace.  The Fairness at Work proposals, though long on the Third Way rhetoric of globalization and flexibility, also provides for statutory trade union recognition—similar to the US National Labor Relations Act—and stronger protections against discrimination for union activity.  Most of the Fairness at Work issues were made law through the Employment Relations Act of 1999.  This move to help unions organizationally, while opposing many of their policy interests, is very similar to the strategy of the Democrats.


Over the life of the first Blair administration, the linkage revived for a number of reasons, both in intra-party and union-government terms. Mid-term election losses in 1999 revealed to Party leaders that, above all by sticking to planned Conservative fiscal retrenchment for two years, they had significantly de-energized their grassroots party membership and alienated many heartland voters. Hence they needed the unions' campaigning resources, and their ability to influence heartland working class voters. And in the 2001 general election campaign, unions again threw massive financial and organizational resources behind Labour. Labour has also needed the unions to revive the old praetorian guard role, policing controversial party candidate selection processes with their organizational and voting strengths. The unions mostly overcame their initial suspicion of the Partnership in Power party policy-making reforms, and engaged effectively in the new processes. They pointed to a list of legislative measures on employment and training that, crucially, they believe they could not have achieved as external lobbyists to Blair's government. And, above all, they gained access to ministries, and the opportunity to present the union case on public policy, to an extent not enjoyed since the 1970s.

With a supply-side New Labourism giving unions new opportunities to thrive, and given a renewed reliance by party leaders on the resources and political stability of party-affiliated unions, the linkage became relatively uncontentious. There was no evidence that the link was, any longer, electorally harmful to Labour. Well before the 2001 general election and Labour's second landslide, the divorce papers drawn up by leaders of the New Labour 'project' in the mid-1990s seemed to have been withdrawn. During and after the 2001 election, though, a serious conflict erupted over the emphasis given to the role of the private sector in New Labour's second term project to reform public health and education services. In the midst of this conflict the giant public service union, Unison, voted at its conference to reconsider its political links, though this is not expected to undermine its affiliation to Labour. The large general union GMB then announced a £1m cut in its funding to Labour, and said it would spend the money instead campaigning against the privatization of services. However, the damaging confrontations over public service reform expected at the TUC and Labour conferences in the fall of 2001 were sidelined after September 11, which saw the TUC conference abandoned and the party conference truncated. The initial anger and resentment were expected to dissipate gradually as union leaders met teams of ministers to discuss reform in particular sectors, in the light of a government undertaking to protect the wages and conditions of service workers transferred into the private sector. This, at any rate, was the hope of most TUC leaders. 

Returning to the US and to the mid-1980s, as a direct response to Mondale’s defeat, a group of centrists formed the Democratic Leadership Council with the goal of creating a “new” Democratic Party, principally by freeing it from its “old” influences, including organized labor.  Unlike labor, the DLC and its think tank the Progressive Policy Institute promote less regulation of business, less federal spending, free trade, and an end to some entitlement programs.  The nascent group had its greatest growth during the chairmanship of then-governor Bill Clinton, who continued to address the DLC annually throughout his presidency.  Al Gore is also a member of the group, and Joe Liebermann was a recent chair.  There is no doubt that the Policy Review in the UK drew inspiration from the DLC (Hale, 1995; Heilbrunn, 1997; Hohenberg, 1997: 77-83).

In its recent Hyde Park Declaration, the DLC stressed its support for, among other things,  “free enterprise”, “expanding trade”, “global markets”, and “fiscal discipline (Democratic Leadership Council, 2000).”  Meanwhile, the AFL-CIO argues that “deregulation has increased the power of corporations relative to workers…contributing to deep cuts in jobs and wages;” that “corporate-oriented trade treaties such as NAFTA, GATT, and MAI have opened the door for corporations to exploit the most impoverished, oppressed workers the world has to offer” resulting in record trade deficits and the loss of US jobs; and that the “corporate agenda” has been to “cut federal investment spending” on programs that “benefit working families (AFL-CIO, 2000).”  
The economic positions within the 2000 Democratic National Platform were much closer to the DLC stances than the AFL-CIO’s.  The Platform stressed “fiscal discipline” by the federal government and trumpeted the elimination 377,000 federal sector jobs and dismantling of the welfare system.  It stressed “opening markets around the world,” and human capital development as its key employment policy (Democratic National Committee, 2000).  

Labor’s remaining influence was evident, however, in such passages as “Al Gore will insist on and use the authority to enforce worker rights, human rights, and environmental protections in [trade] agreements.  We should use trade to lift up standards around the world not drag standards down here at home (Democratic National Committee, 2000: 17).”  And perhaps most directly, the platform stressed the Clinton-Gore record on defending the organizational viability of unions (Democratic National Committee, 2000: 20):

The Clinton-Gore Administration stopped the Team Act, defeated a national right-to-work law, and fought for the resources to enforce worker protections…[Al Gore] has also proposed reforming government contracting rules to ensure that taxpayer dollars do not go to companies that break basic labor laws…we have stood up for the National Labor Relations Board and fought to protect the right of working families to participate in the political process when it was under attack…We need a new national law banning permanent striker replacement workers - so that workers' right to organize into a union and bargain with their employers are never compromised…We should stiffen penalties for employer interference with the right to organize and violations of other worker rights. We must also reform labor laws to protect workers' rights to exercise their voices and organize into unions by providing for a more level playing field between management and labor during organizing drives, and facilitating the ability of workers to organize and to bargain collectively.

Therefore, under the current union-party bonding type, the party protects labor organizations, while adopting economic policies generally at odds with labor’s positions.  

Politically, this is a delicate balancing act for both sides.  After the NAFTA vote, for example, a number of labor leaders vowed not to support Clinton’s re-election, but reversed themselves when the other choice was Bob Dole (Dark, 1999: 160).  In the 2000 presidential election, both the United Auto Workers and Teamsters withheld early endorsements from Al Gore to protest his position on trade.  It seems clear that a number of labor leaders are unhappy with the direction of the party, but see little choice but to support it when faced with the alternative of a Republican government that pursues even more odious economic policies and undermines the organizational viability of unions (Dionne, 2000).  In turn, Democratic leaders need what labor has to offer (Masters, 1997).  During the first six months of 2000, four of the five top party donors were labor groups, and contributed nearly $16 million (Stone, 2000).  As well there is still a fairly reliable labor vote.  In the 2000 election, 59 percent of individuals living in union households voted for Gore and only 37 percent for Bush.  Since 1976, the Democrats have averaged 56 percent of the union household vote and the Republicans only 37 (Connelly, 2000).  But while the percentage of union votes going to Democrats has remained fairly constant, the relative size of the union vote has declined.  As the DLC reminds us: “President Clinton's two elections demonstrated that the real swing voters in America today are middle-class, upwardly mobile, well-educated, New Economy workers and soccer moms in the suburbs (From, 2000: 4).” In the face of this reality Taylor Dark notes: “Democratic presidential nominees have typically downplayed their union connections in favor of broad appeals to the electorate, particularly to swing voters.  Union leaders to do not protest because they recognize that an explicitly pro-union campaign by the nominee could be counterproductive (Dark, 1999: 161-162).”  

V: THOUGHTS FOR THE FUTURE

In this article, we traced union/party relations throughout the twentieth century in the US and UK.   In examining structural ties and policy influence, we find that linkages have changed when there have been shifts in electoral strategy and/or economic assumptions.  Currently a union-party bonding type explains relations in both countries:  formal structural ties exist and unions have a special, though not dominant, role in policy making.  Although they maintain this role, key economic policies of the Labour and Democratic parties are more attuned with the neo-liberal assumptions of the Third Way.

In the US, the shift in electoral strategy has signaled a movement away from political alignments based largely on class, to unstable “big tent” coalitions of union members, environmentalists, the elderly, feminists, gay and abortion-rights activists, suburbanites, etc (Bennett, 1998).  In Britain, Labour has been particularly active in cultivating the support of “middle England”—those middle class voters who supported the Conservatives in the 1980s and early 1990s (called the “aspirational” voters by Tony Blair). But this had led to the parties trying, simultaneously, to “maintain their base,” while “broadening their coalition.”  The evidence suggests that they have done this by guarding the organizational viability of labor unions while opposing them at the policy level.

The change in economic assumptions correlates, in part, with the changing electoral strategy—some members of the broader coalition are quite affluent—but is also a reaction to real structural shifts in the world economy.  These shifts have been less dramatic than the rhetoric surrounding them, but the increase in capital mobility and economic integration is undeniable.  In turn, Keynesianism has been in retreat throughout the industrial world as center-left governments have turned away from managing demand to assuring flexibility and encouraging human capital development.  Rather than developing policies to slow de-industrialization, these governments have tried to ease the blow of job loss through, among other things, retraining, portable pensions, and health benefits assurances; rather than fighting capital mobility, they have joined the game by trying to attract foreign investment through developing and offering superior human capital.  

In the US, the unions protest these changes, but also enable them through their large investments in the Democratic Party.  Nonetheless, there does seem to be increasing union militancy, particularly since the election of John Sweeney as AFL-CIO president, and greater opposition to further market liberalization.  Tangible evidence includes the defeat of so-called “fast track” trade negotiation authority for the US president (Glenn, 1998; Shoch, 2000), and the unions’ heavy presence in the WTO protests in Seattle.  The unions enjoy a good deal of public support in fighting these battles.  However, it is difficult to imagine a total repositioning of labor within the party without a resurgence in union membership or an economic crisis, like that in 1929, that completely vindicates the union view. There has been a thirty-year difference between the UK turn to European integration and the US move to establish NAFTA, and US unions remain suspicious in the way most UK unions were of the European project until the late 1980s. Both linkages are however now characterized by friction over the relationship between super-regionalism and the protection of labour. Just as US unions’ unease about NAFTA has created friction with the Democratic leadership, so UK unions’ Euro-enthusiasm has led to the TUC taking legal action against the British government, to defend the EU ‘social dimension’ against New Labour’s alleged preference for a US model of enterprise culture.

In Britain, the TUC’s policy statements Partners for Progress: Next Steps for the New Unionism and Partners for Progress: New Unionism at the Workplace show that the unions are moving closer to the party leadership’s in its view of the unions’ role in the “new” economy (Brown, 2000).  The former report emphasizes training, jobs, investment, and European integration, while the latter concerns enterprise-level labor-management partnerships.  The contents of the reports are not dissimilar to the 1985 AFL-CIO’s position paper The Changing Situation of Workers and Their Unions (AFL-CIO, 1985).  The TUC reports inspired Tony Blair to state; “I see trade unions as a force for good, and essential part of our democracy, but as more than that, potentially as a force for economic success and not an obstacle to it (Brown, 2000: 305).”  In the UK, a move to 'partnership' relationships between employers and unions has been facilitated by several factors. First, the New Labour government has been publicly supportive, and in public policy terms, encouraged the CBI and TUC to agree on the shape of potentially conflictual legislation, most effectively in the case of the National Minimum Wage (1998), least successfully in the case of the Employment Relations Act (1999). The government has set aside public funding to stimulate partnership initiatives at local level. For the TUC, partnership at all levels is at the heart of its New Unionism project to secure an active and popular role for trade unionism. For individual unions, the impetus is partly the prospect of legitimizing union membership within companies, as unions struggle to reverse the twenty-year decline in membership rolls. It is partly, also, an opportunity to institutionalize union delivery of skills and other training provision, within the government's lifelong learning strategy. It also, and this is a key incentive for employers, provides a framework within which competitive rationalization can be carried through with the maximum consent and the minimum of industrial unrest. A further incentive to employers is that partnership deals can be used to control the impact of the pursuit of union recognition rights under the Employment Relations Act. Faced with defeat over recognition, employers can use a partnership deal to channel a newly-recognized workforce into consensual behavior. 

A further element of convergence appears to be the behavior of union leaders.  Historically, British union leaders had been much more radical than their American counterparts, who, early on (with a few exceptions) accepted the capitalist view of property relations and sought only steady increases in compensation.  Now American unionists are struggling to enact a broader worldview, while in the UK a more conciliatory tone is being struck with calls for “partnerships” at the enterprise level.  The intriguing question now before us is whether this current convergence in level of militancy will be permanent or temporary.  It could be permanent, if both movements settle into their current role of nibbling away from the left at their respective party’s dominant neo-liberalism.  But it might only be temporary—a matter less of convergence than of ships passing in the night—if the US unions persist in their pursuit of social unionism while UK unions continue to make their own belated peace with business unionism.  And if this occurs, then the next century of the relationship between unions and parties on both sides of the Atlantic will have a quite different center of gravity from that prevalent in the last:  with American labor outflanking UK labor to its left.  
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� S. Ludlam, M. Bodah and D. Coates, ‘Trajectories of solidarity: changing union-party linkages in the UK and the USA’, British Journal of Politics and International Relations,vol. 4, no. 2, June 2002, pp. 222-244


� This is not, strictly speaking, an ordinal “union influence” scale.  Policy influence could be stronger under an internal lobbying model than a union dominance model.  For other typologies see Ebbinghuas, 1995; Kitschelt, 1994; Labour Research Department, 1997;Valenzuela,1992.


� A notable exception was CIO president John L. Lewis who endorsed Wendell Wilkie in the 1940 election.  According to Bernstein (1969: 720-721), Lewis made the move after Roosevelt refused to make him his running mate.  As well, several AFL leaders were Republican.  However, the rank-and-file of both the CIO and AFL voted overwhelmingly for Roosevelt


� There was actually a three way split in the party.  The faction led by party leader Hugh Gaitskell, under the influence of Tony Crosland—“the Gaitskellites”—sought the abandonment of Clause Four.  The faction led by Aneurin Bevan—“the Bevanites” or the Labour left—sought an extension of socialism.  The trade unions were closer on most issues—e.g. foreign policy—with the Gaitskellites, but wished to preserve Clause Four (Foote, 1997: 201-208; Thompson, 1996:  152-158). 


� The Labour Party’s policy statements are available at its website:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.labor.org.uk" ��www.labour.org.uk� 
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