Working Class Unity and the 2008 Election

By Randy Shannon, Treasurer
PA 4™ CD Chapter of Progressive Democrats of America

Beaver County, Pennsylvania is a densely populated rural industrial county that
was at the heart of the US steel industry and is now part of the Ohio River valley
rust belt. It is traditionally a swing county in the Pittsburgh region of a key electoral
state. With young workers seeking jobs elsewhere, the aging population has been
trending away from the Democratic Party since Reagan. In 2008 the area was a
national focus for the Change to Win Federation and the AFL-CIO's Campaign
2008 election strategy.

The area supported Clinton over Obama in the May primary election by a
whopping 70% to 30% and the subtle rhetoric of racism was the political currency
in May 2008. The task faced by the labor movement and its progressive allies was to
turn the Clinton voting bloc around one-by-one, block-by-block, town-by-town
explaining the class self-interest of the voters based on the issues of the economy,
workers' rights, healthcare, and the war, and by confronting the many expressions
of racist ideology, racist notions, racist codes, and racist myths.

July 1 was the turning point in this effort. AFL-CIO Vice President Rich Trumka
denounced racism at the USW Convention. "Well, there's no evil that's inflicted
more pain and more suffering than racism - and it's something we in the labor
movement have a special responsibility to challenge. It's our special responsibility
because we know, better than anyone else, how racism is used to divide working
people." This speech saw hundreds of thousands of hits on hundreds of union blogs
and youtube, and was repeated by international and local union officers at rallies
and union meetings across the country.

Trumka's speech awakened and energized labor and progressive activists who
poured into the depressed working class neighborhoods of Michigan, Ohio, Indiana,
and Pennsylvania to bury right-wing reaction.

On Oct. 4™ Don Siegel the International Vice-President of the IBEW came to Beaver
County to speak to union activists gathered at the Vanport campaign headquarters.
He told the union members that the election must be approached in a determined
no-nonsense manner just like organizing on the job or fighting for a contract. "This
is about our livelihood, wages, and healthcare benefits. We can't make progress at
the bargaining table if we don't work to elect politicians that support us."

Frank Snyder the National AFL-CIO Pennsylvania State Director followed.
"There's no ignoring racism. We know it's out there, and we wish it wasn't. But we
can meet it squarely, insisting that some of those holding prejudice think very hard,
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set it aside, and vote their interests. Just patiently and clearly explain, over and
over, they need to vote their interests."

On October 25™ AFL-CIO President Sweeney visited Beaver County union
campaign workers in Vanport, PA. He said '"You are the reason Obama is leading
in Pennsylvania. Make no mistake; each of you here is important. There's nothing
more effective than what you are doing here today, a personal visit from one union
brother or sister to another. Beaver County is key to Western PA, Western PA is
key to Pennyslvania - and without Pennsylvania there's no way McCain can win."

This ideological offensive by the the union leadership to defeat racist influences
among the working class voters had an impact. We could gauge it in the responses
to our weekend door-to-door canvassing.

Early responses were like George Timkos on August 21st :""Barack Obama makes
me nervous. Who is he? Where'd he come from? '""We don't know this guy. He's not
like us. We don't trust him."

By the time beginning of October we were hearing: "I'm a Democrat.”" '"I'm no
fool." Then around the middle of October the AFL-CIO brought in thousands of
yard signs and within a week the region was covered with Obama-Biden yard signs
including several dozen varieties of union signs for Obama-Biden.

In Beaver Falls in mid October an unemployed steelworker I was canvassing said to
me: "It's time to give the Black guy a chance." His wife said: “I don’t care what
color he is.” Many stated: '""I'm voting straight Democrat." And a handful were
starting to say "I'm voting for Obama."

The weekend canvassing, daily phone banks, and job site talks continued and
intensifed into the first week of November. On election night we were watching the
returns at the union hall. When Ohio was called for Obama we knew that he would
win. A little while later Pennsylvania was called for Obama. A usually taciturn
IBEW member who was standing behind me said in a choked voice: "The
knuckleheads voted for Obama!"

The AFL-CIO Post Election Survey conducted by Hart Research in the key
battleground states, including Pennsylvania and Ohio, showed that Obama won
69% of union voters vs. 51% of non-union voters.

Among subgroups, Obama won the sixty-five and older union retirees by a 46%
margin vs. losing by 8% among all over sixty-five year voters. Similar differences in
margins were found among white women, gun owners, regular churchgoers, and
veterans.
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These results were repeated among members of the AFL-CIO's community
organization of non-union members, Working America. Older Working America
members gave Obama a 33% victory margin vs the 8% loss among all older voters.

The top three issues for union members were the Economy 60%, War in Iraq, 28%,
and Health Care 26%. For Working America members, the issues were the
Economy 56%, Healthcare 30%, and War in Iraq 26%. The Working America
members are less likely to enjoy the health benefits of a union contract and reflect
the growth of the healthcare issue in importance for the working class.

The survey found that 84% of respondents received election material in the mail
from the union, 59% received a live phone call, 32% received a workplace flyer,
21% received a workplace personal contact, and 14% received a home visit.

Meticulous records of campaign activities were kept at every union campaign hall.
The contacts reported by union members in the survey were the evidence of a
massive effort. In just Ohio and Pennsylvania 18.4 million pieces of mail were
delivered. 5.0 million doors were knocked. 9.8 million worksite contact were made.
And 28.7 million phone calls were placed.

Union leaders saw the election campaign as the kick-off for a sustained political
action campaign by labor to win back some of the positions lost since Reagan
launched the corporate long war against labor by smashing PATCO.

Here are some assessments by the local labor leaders in Pennsylvania on the election
outcome.

Dave Antle, Pennsylvania AFSCME District Council 87 Director: "The election
results on Nov. 4™ were a great success for the labor movement.This is all thanks to
the hard work of union members and their famlies who volunteered with the Labor
2008 program. Because you were out talking to your fellow union members we were
able to get our message out to working families.

Sam Bianco, President Greater Wilkes-Barre Central Labor Council: "We now
have to take our elected candidates and get them to push through legislation that
will help working people. We have to focus on the Employee Free Choice Act and we
have to really get to work turning around America for working families."

Pat Eiding, President Philadelphia Central Labor Council: '""We heard a lot about
the grassroots involvement during this election cycle and that was so evident here in
the Philadelphia Labor Movement. It was a true unified effort with over 90 local
unions participating and thousands of members volunteering their time. Getting the
Obama/Biden ticket elected was not the end but the beginning of a resurgence of the
labor movement and the middle class."
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Ernie Esposito, President Greater Johnstown Central Labor Council: "It was all
about the labor walks, the phone banks, the worksite leafleting and the local union
mailings. We made sure to get the message out to all our members that Barack
Obama is our candidate and because that information came from other union
members it was heard."

John Meyerson, President Montgomery County Central Labor Council: "Everyone
did a fantastic job by reaching out to fellow union members and making sure they
knew the issues and the candidates. We overcame all the lies and the hype to focus
on the real issues that working famlies face every day and our success on the 4™ is a
testament to the hard work of the members of the Pennyslvania labor movement."

Jack Shea, President Allegheny County Central Labor Council: "The AFL-CIO's
Labor 2008 program once again proved to be the right thing at the right time. Union
members in Southwestern Pennsylvania came together like we've never seen them
do before to work together to make sure every one understood the issues and what
was at stake.

Wayne Watson, President Washington/Greene Counties Central Labor Council:
""What a great time to be part of the labor movement. The labor movement helped
hold back the wave of votes that John McCain needed in Southwestern
Pennsylvania in order to win the state. It is up to the labor movement to shape its
own future and we are well on our way to turning America around and giving it
back to the working people that built it in the first place."

Our 4™ Congressional District Chapter of Progressive Democrats of America
supported the Labor 2008 campaign by participating in the walks and phone banks,
by publicizing the effort on our website www.beavercountyblue.org, by registering
voters at churches and township fairs, and by organizing unity events. Some
members also participated directly in the Obama campaign organization.

2008 was a tipping point in electoral politics. Over many years, the manipulation of
the two-party system by the ruling elite had channeled and frustrated movements
for change by atomizing the electorate into single issue groups, by marginalizing
progressive candidates, by restricting access to the polls by minorities and the poor,
and by constructing a nomination process that was arcane, complex, and costly. But
this structural narrowing of the electoral playing field turned into its own negation.
As the base of the Democratic and Republican parties narrowed, their ability to
contain the electoral expression of the popular will was diminished.

Over the past five post-McCarthy decades, the periodic heightened 'class war'
rhetoric of the trade union leadership around national elections was often followed
by periods of passivity, false starts, and defeats. Thus, some progressives
underestimated the potency of the forces that were to be unleashed by the Labor
2008 campaign. In the fightback against the right wing offensive, the labor
movement had accumulated several election cycles of experience developing its
electoral organization and the cadre necessary to fully wield its power.


http://www.beavercountyblue.org/
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In 2008, the labor movement fielded a sophisticated electoral organization, and
demonstrated its ability to assess and address the political tasks necessary to defeat
reactionary forces.

The context of crisis in which this electoral campaign took place changed both the
character of the union effort and the mass impact of its campaign rhetoric. This
resulted in a qualitatively new political level of unity in the working class.

Some key aspects of this context are:

1. the presence of an African American from a progressive background as a
major candidate established the election as a milestone in the fight
against American racism;

2. the deep and broad financial and economic crisis of capitalism raised the
importance of this ballot decision for working families;

3. the alarming decline in union membership levels, the intensification of
corporate anti-union efforts, and rising productivity with falling incomes
placed the survival of the organized labor movement in question

These factors overshadowed inter-union rivalry and the organizational split over
how to respond to the corporate offensive. This resulted in a different election
campaign in 2008.
1. the union effort was more energetic, intense and forceful, more
organized, more sustained, and more anti-corporate in rhetoric
2. the union campaign resonated with the broader working class in a more
profound way than in previous campaigns generating word-of-mouth
secondary effects
3. the union campaign was more reflective of the unions gender, race, and
age diversity as the lower level officials and activists were mobilized
4. the union election campaign welcomed volunteers from progressive and
community organizations
5. unlike previous efforts this election campaign was self-described as a first
step in a program of change to rebuild the country, the economy, and the
lives of working families, beginning with a campaign for the right to
organize

The level of organization also reached a qualitatively higher level of execution based
on the recruitment of younger tech-savvy staff and the established confidence
among the local activists in the union political machine built over experience in the
past several election cycles. Working class unity was built on the defeat of racism.
The Reagan Democrats had been turned by an all-out conscious effort of the union
activists and their progressive allies.

The election of Barack Obama was an important expression of the growth of
working class unity. The vote of the working class as a self-conscious political
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expression was grounded at the level of personal narrative and local politics. This
was due to the leadership role of the trade union movement, which, even though a
small fraction of the working class, was the most effective independent organized
force articulating the issues of the election in terms of the needs of working families.



