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CHAPTER 1
For Sale: The Democratic Party, the American Worker, and the United States Government
Imagine you pick up your newspaper one morning and read that the Republican Party has given control of George W. Bush’s reelection campaign to Halliburton, the oil and gas company that has taken on the specter of Darth Vader–like evil to the American Left. It turns out that Halliburton is spending millions of corporate dollars—none of it collected from voluntary contributions—to finance ads and grassroots activity for the Republicans. Halliburton employees also dominate the Bush campaign staff; they are on loan as full-time “volunteers,” though they continue to draw their Halliburton salaries. In exchange for the huge amounts of money and other support Halliburton is providing, the president and his staff meet with Halliburton executives to coordinate the message for the reelection campaign. More important, the GOP has granted Big Oil veto power over the Republican platform, refusing to formalize the party’s public policy positions and campaign strategies until Halliburton and other oil-company donors have given their approval.
No doubt the nation would erupt in a furor if such an arrangement were revealed—and justifiably so. Armies of reporters would go to work investigating every iota of evidence of the ties between Republicans and their fat-cat patrons in corporate America, with each revelation a front-page story, the lead item on the evening news, and the subject of round-the-clock coverage on the cable news channels. Indignant politicians would call for congressional hearings, a special prosecutor, perhaps even the president’s impeachment. Whatever formal steps the government took, the media circus and the outrage over the revelations would ensure that the Bush presidency was over in everything but name. . . .
Amazingly, such a scenario actually played out pretty much as described—except the president running for reelection was not a Republican but a Democrat, and the powerful group pulling the strings in the campaign was not Big Oil but Big Labor.
Even more shocking, the national media and the political establishment barely reacted to the revelation that America’s union bosses had systematically bought their way into control of the Democratic Party. There were no calls for congressional hearings, no outrage, no intensive media campaign.
Welcome to the world of modern American politics. Simply put, the leftist labor unions have the Democrats in their pockets. And as a result they wield extraordinary political power at all levels of government—federal, state, and local. Big Labor has corrupted not only the electoral process but also our system of governing. And we’re all paying the price.
THE CORRUPT BARGAIN
By now most people simply take it for granted that the labor unions are active in Democratic politics. But unions are no longer labor organizations that dabble in politics; labor bosses have so radically shifted their approach in recent years that unions have become political organizations that deal only incidentally with workplace issues.
Union leaders have never been less effective in their founding purpose: to represent their members to employers. And they have never been more effective in—and dedicated to—their tacit goal of subverting the American political system to their own ends. Few people realize the extent of the unions’ political activity or influence. While it has been said that unions are an adjunct of the Democratic Party, now it is more accurate to say that the Democratic Party has become a wholly owned subsidiary of Big Labor.
The American labor movement provides Democratic candidates and the Democratic National Committee with hundreds of millions of dollars in funding every year. In the 2000 election cycle alone, according to one estimate,1 unions spent $800 million, much of it in critical campaign support that goes unreported in the form of manpower, mailings, advertising, get-out-the-vote drives, phone banks, and much more. And what do the labor bosses get in return? The power to call the shots in Democratic campaigns and on party policy.
This is not mere speculation. A 2001 investigation by the Federal Election Commission (FEC) exposed the quid pro quo arrangement between the unions and the Democrats. According to the FEC, Big Labor has become an equal partnerwith key Democratic organizations like the Democratic National Committee (DNC) in formulating Democratic Party policy and electoral strategies. The Democratic Party has put on its all-important National Coordinated Campaign Steering Committee representatives from the two biggest union players—the American Federation of Labor and the Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), which is made up of more than sixty affiliated unions,2  and the National Education Association (NEA), the nation’s largest union.
The FEC uncovered an internal DNC document from the 1996 campaign that laid out what the Democratic Party called the “Rules of Engagement”: “When the DNC and its National partners including . . . the AFL-CIO and the NEA agree on the contents of a plan, each national partner will give their funding commitment to the state.” The document further explained that before any campaign plans could be implemented, they had to be “submitted with a signature page” showing the “formal sign off” of the AFL-CIO and the NEA. As the FEC’s final report put it, the unions had “authority to approve or disapprove plans, projects, and needs of the DNC and its state parties.”3
In other words, the Democratic Party gave the deep-pocketed unions unprecedented authority—veto power over its election plans.
Unfortunately, no one paid much attention to the FEC’s dramatic revelation. In part this was because both the Democratic Party and the AFL-CIO quickly sued to keep the FEC from releasing the “Rules of Engagement” document and other evidence to the public. Obviously Democrats don’t want the details of their unholy alliance with Big Labor known to the American people, but union leaders also need to cover up their infiltration of the Democratic Party. Labor bosses continue to speak in terms of fighting for the rights of working men and women, trying to endow their mission with a noble purpose that elevates unions above other so-called special-interest groups. Thus they obscure the fact that they have essentially abandoned the interests of those working people in order to enhance their own political power.
In the few days before the Democratic Party’s and the AFL-CIO’s armies of lawyers secured a court order to seal the DNC documents, the details did actually leak to the Associated Press, which gave some indication of the Democrats’ corrupt bargain with Big Labor. But the details unearthed in the course of the FEC’s 2001 investigation are just a tiny part of a much larger story—a story that until now has not been fully told. And while the FEC investigation focused on the 1996 election, when Democrats Bill Clinton and Al Gore were reelected, the corrupt bargain continues today.
In every subsequent election, Big Labor has thrown its substantial resources behind Democratic candidates and exacted significant concessions for its largesse. In the closely contested 2000 election between George W. Bush and Al Gore, for example, the unions pushed fiercely for the Democratic Party. According to the nonpartisan Center for Responsive Politics, unions gave some $90.1 million to Democrats in the 2000 election cycle.4In addition to direct contributions in the form of donations to candidates and soft-money donations, unions also committed $46 million for a grassroots mobilization effort in thirty-five congressional districts in fifteen states,5and mobilized thousands of Democratic campaign “volunteers”—many of whom were getting paid by the unions. According to one union, “Political union activists registered 2.3 million new union household voters, made 8 million phone calls to union households, and distributed more than 14 million leaflets at their workplaces.”6Nor do even these figures reveal the true amount unions spend on politics. In the 2000 election cycle, union PACs alone spent $128.7 million on all their activities.7  In short, the 2000 presidential election never would have been as close as it was—and we might not have had the long postelection standoff—if it hadn’t been for Big Labor’s all-out support for Al Gore.
Gore had reason to be beholden to the labor unions even before their help in the general election. Though he had been groomed for years to be the Democratic Party’s standard bearer in 2000, he had to fight off a stiff primary challenge from former senator Bill Bradley, and there too Big Labor swept in. The unions were actually divided between Gore and Bradley, but the leader of the AFL-CIO, perhaps recognizing the benefits of being kingmaker, threw his support to Gore, which saved the vice president’s faltering campaign. Gore repaid his union patrons immediately, promising the AFL-CIO that he would oppose a series of measures that threatened the hegemony of labor bosses.8  He would concede even more during the course of the long campaign. (Indeed, at the Democratic National Convention in August, labor delegates represented the largest single interest group, as they made up one-third of the 4,368 total delegates.)9
The year 2004 marked another presidential campaign season, and sure enough Big Labor ratcheted up its efforts long before the primaries began. The unions’ ultraliberal leadership was undeniably united behind a single goal: removing the Republicans from power. The unions made this quite clear in late 2003, when they committed $8 million to the liberal advocacy group America Coming Together, which was designed to coordinate the campaign efforts of Big Labor and other leftist groups.10  Interestingly, the driving force behind America Coming Together was, as CNN reported, none other than Hillary Clinton and her leadership committee, HILLPAC, which was set up to funnel contributions directly to Democratic candidates (hard money) and to distribute funds to her handpicked causes (soft money).11  Although union bosses were rallying with other liberal groups to defeat George W. Bush, they were divided over which Democratic contender to support, just as they had been with Gore and Bradley. Naturally the candidates were tripping over themselves to secure the endorsement of powerful labor unions, for with an endorsement comes money and manpower.
Former Vermont governor Howard Dean gained momentum in late 2003 when he received endorsements from two of the most politically powerful unions in America, the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) and the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME). When AFSCME president Gerald McEntee announced the endorsement, he declared that the union “is going to mobilize the largest and most aggressive grassroots campaign this nation has ever seen.”12  Less than a month later, another official from the government-employee union, Brenda Stokeley, made clear what political positions the union leadership expected in return for its campaign efforts: “The first thing we have to do is remind ourselves that we are fighting for socialism.”13
Surely Dean recognized how critical Big Labor’s support would be to his political fortunes, so perhaps he was pandering to the unions when he veered far to the left on an array of issues, such as taxes and economic policy. Despite his record as a fiscal moderate in Vermont, he resurrected the key campaign promise of 1984’s landslide loser, Walter Mondale: higher taxes for Americans, including the middle class.14  Then, sounding like Brenda Stokeley, he promised more government control of the economy through the “re-regulation” of American business.15  Moreover, as Wall Street Journalpolitical reporter John Fund pointed out, “the need to keep his own union support has prompted Mr. Dean to apologize” for having supported the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1993; “he is now a rabid anti-free-trader.”16
The race for the 2004 Democratic nomination provided an object lesson in what political campaign teams are willing to do to earn Big Labor’s backing—or to prevent the unions from throwing their support to opposing campaigns. Richard Gephardt of Missouri had spent more than a quarter-century in Congress kowtowing to union chieftains—as John Fund put it, Gephardt “earned his union support with an almost slavish devotion to their agenda”17—and perhaps he thought they owed him an endorsement as he sought the 2004 Democratic nomination. He did in fact win the endorsement of some prominent labor organizations, including the Teamsters,18  but he received a blow when the powerful left-wing unions AFSCME and SEIU endorsed his rival Dean. Certainly a key Gephardt adviser seemed to react as if the Dean endorsements were a terrible setback for her candidate. In early December 2003, Joyce Aboussie, the vice chair of Gephardt’s campaign, reportedly threatened to retaliate against the SEIU and AFSCME if they dared to campaign for Howard Dean in Missouri or Iowa. According to SEIU president Andy Stern and AFSCME president Gerald McEntee, Aboussie issued them an “ultimatum,” saying that if the unions did not abide by her demands, she would lobby Republicans in the Missouri legislature to repeal the governor’s executive order providing state employees with collective-bargaining rights.19  It is amazing that a high-level representative of “Mr. Labor” Dick Gephardt would apparently be so willing to sacrifice the interests of government employees simply to gain political advantage. So much for the “rights” of workers.
Whatever threats and ultimatums might have been made, the candidates still welcomed the help of armies of union operatives. AFSCME, for example, put 150 union organizers on the ground for the Iowa caucuses to support Howard Dean; according to the union’s political director, AFSCME’s efforts on behalf of Dean had been “ramped up considerably” from what the union had done for Al Gore in 2000. AFSCME and the SEIU together spent more than $2.6 million on behalf of Dean. Not to be outdone, Richard Gephardt welcomed an army of industrial union volunteers to Iowa. By the time of the caucuses, Gephardt’s union backers had 900 organizers in Iowa.20
Although these efforts failed to produce the desired results in Iowa—Dean finished third, and Gephardt finished fourth, forcing him to drop out of the race altogether—they were significant in a few respects. First, the unions showed that they remain completely committed to their political activity. They poured millions of dollars and more than a thousand paid operatives into a single state for a single caucus. They are doing much more to try to defeat George W. Bush in the general election. Indeed, Iowa was not much of a setback for union bosses, because they had signaled early and often that they were obsessed with getting rid of Bush but not particularly concerned with whichDemocrat did the job. Second, the desperate maneuverings of the candidates’ campaign teams betrayed just how powerful Big Labor’s armies of political operatives are in the eyes of the Democrats themselves. Finally, the leftist unions showed that they can still drag candidates to their radical positions by promising millions of dollars and thousands of campaign operatives. After all, Dean veered left, even reversing his position on key issues, to make himself more attractive to the public-sector unions, and Gephardt predicated his whole Iowa campaign on being a friend to Big Labor.
As his presidential campaign gathered steam in 2004, Senator John Kerry began eyeing the unions, whose support he had not gained early in the race. By February of 2004, Kerry had received endorsements from at least ten national unions.21  The candidate certainly knew that he’d be receiving substantial organizational support from these unions. For instance, Kerry’s own press release touting his endorsement from the American Federation of Teachers quoted union president Sandra Feldman as saying, “We will begin immediately to mobilize our members on behalf of Senator Kerry’s campaign to achieve policies that will make a positive difference for our nation and all its citizens.”22  When former candidate Dick Gephardt backed Kerry, it ensured that the Massachusetts senator would get even more Big Labor support. Sure enough, the AFL-CIO rushed to endorse the putative nominee.
For the left-wing unions that had initially thrown their support to other candidates, Kerry was hardly a bad option. The senator had pleased Big Labor when he cosponsored a bill in 1993 to make it illegal for companies to hire replacement workers during a strike. He also was far enough to the left to please the ultraliberal union bosses. In fact, the liberal organization Americans for Democratic Action gives Kerry a lifetime vote rating four points higher than uber-liberal Ted Kennedy.23
Yet the AFL-CIO and other labor organizations had had reservations about Kerry. In his Senate career he had consistently voted for free-trade agreements, including NAFTA and trade pacts with Singapore, Chile, and African nations, and for expanding the president’s “fast-track” trade-negotiating authority—votes that were anathema to the unions. But as a presidential candidate he backpedaled, criticizing NAFTA and other trade agreements. On accepting the AFL-CIO’s endorsement, he even proclaimed that “I will insist on real worker and real environmental provisions” in future trade agreements. Why the sudden change of heart? Because Kerry knew he had no chance of winning the election without Big Labor. “These are our foot soldiers,” a Kerry spokeswoman told the Baltimore Sun after the AFL-CIO endorsement. “They will be working very hard to turn out the vote for us.” Quite true. The AFL-CIO’s backing opened the spigots of campaign volunteers and cash.
On March 10, less than three weeks after the AFL-CIO endorsed Kerry, the labor organization announced its most costly and ambitious campaign effort in its history, a $44 million program to get the Democrat into the White House. And who would pay for this relentlessly partisan program? Why, the union members, of course—whether they liked it or not. (And as we’ll see, many union members don’t like their money going to union political activism.) To generate the $44 million, the labor leaders decided simply to hike up the union dues they force members to pay. And Kerry was happy to let labor bosses dangle their money and manpower in front of him.
Kerry made a splash in the Democratic field by railing against special-interest groups and vowing to throw them out of Washington. At a rallying point in his campaign, he declared, “I have a message for the influence peddlers, for . . . the special interests who now call the White House their home. We’re coming, you’re going, and don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”24  To burnish his image, he even proclaimed that he wasn’t taking any money from PACs or lobbyists in his presidential campaign. In fact, his campaign proudly declared that Kerry had “never taken a dime of PAC money” for any of his campaigns, either for the Senate or the presidency.25
But the Man of the People act was just that—an act. Senator Zell Miller, Georgia Democrat, summed it up when he said that Kerry “is the Olympic gold medalist when it comes to special-interest money.”26  Charles Lewis, who heads the nonpartisan financial watchdog group the Center for Public Integrity, said, “The idea that Kerry has not helped or benefited from a specific special interest, which he has said, is utterly absurd. Anyone who gets millions of dollars over time, and thousands of dollars from specific donors, knows there’s a symbiotic relationship. He needs the donors’ money. The donors need favors.”27
Indeed, Kerry has gotten major support from the special interests—including labor unions and union lobbyists. While he trumpeted the fact that his presidential campaign didn’t take PAC money, the ambitious candidate found other ways to get his hands on money from unions and other special-interest groups he publicly condemned. The Associated Press reported that Kerry’s “boast omits the fact that he was one of the largest recipients of donations from individual lawyers and lobbyists among all senators and that he created a vehicle in 2002 to collect large checks directly from companies, labor unions, and other special interests on the eve of his presidential bid.”28  That is to say, right around the time that Kerry voted for the McCain-Feingold Act, which was supposed to end the influence of soft money in elections, he created a tax-exempt committee, the Citizen Soldier Fund,29  specifically to bring in bundles of soft money. The fund collected more than $470,000 from unions and other sources before soft money was banned, according to IRS records.30
Kerry has also solicited donations from lobbyists, those who represent PACs, and other special interests. By September 30, 2003, the last report available at the time of this writing, Kerry had accepted $227,950 into his presidential campaign directly from lobbyists.31
In the past, the senator even put union money directly into his pocket. From 1985 until 1990, when senators were finally banned from being paid for outside speaking engagements, Kerry personally pocketed $120,000 in speaking fees, including from unions such as the NEA.32
Although the presidential election is still months away as this is written, the early campaign proceedings allow us to recognize the fundamental truth: The labor unions retain their stranglehold on the Democratic Party. Their dominance extends far beyond presidential campaigns, too. The simple fact is that if you’re an important Democratic politician—whether a presidential candidate, a congressman, a state senator, or a local school board member—chances are that you’ll have to cater to Big Labor to maintain your political viability.
Perhaps no Democrat better illustrates the need to turn to unions to get elected than Hillary Clinton. In just a few years, the junior senator from New York has become one of the most powerful Democrats in the country, and certainly the party’s mightiest fundraiser. But it’s easy to forget now that Mrs. Clinton was not a shoo-in for the Senate back when she was first contemplating a run. She had many obstacles to overcome because of her association with various Clinton scandals, because many New Yorkers saw her as a carpetbagger, and because the man who at the time seemed certain to be the Republican nominee, New York mayor Rudolph Giuliani, would be a formidable opponent. Still, she knew where to turn to shore up her candidacy: the unions. In fact, Mrs. Clinton chose to announce her candidacy at the United Federation of Teachers’ Manhattan headquarters, where her host was the president of the powerful New York teachers’ union.33  It was a fitting sign of the candidate’s dependence on labor, for the unions would ultimately pour $453,000 into Mrs. Clinton’s campaign and mobilize an army of volunteers.34
And as we’ll see in this book, Hillary Clinton has been a grateful beneficiary of Big Labor’s support. Though she has tried to keep herself from being publicly tied to union bosses, the reality is that few politicians have been so readily bought by union interests. Like other politicians with national ambitions, Senator Clinton has moved even further to the left in response to the huge amounts of cash and other resources that union bosses have dangled in front of her. In the process, she has flipped her position on a number of issues, and—surprise!—her new stance on an issue usually lines up with what union bosses think.
Even the FEC’s investigation in 2001 hasn’t stopped the labor unions from trying to buy political influence. Then again, as this book will reveal, union bosses seem to routinely flout the law. Why would we expect a federal investigation to curb Big Labor’s political activities? In America today, it is as if the unions operate under an entirely different set of laws, regulations, and privileges from everyone else.

THE WAR CHEST
Union leaders strive to portray themselves as different from other special-interest groups, and in fact it would be a terrible mistake to think of labor unions as just another special-interest group—but not for the reasons Big Labor would have us believe. Unions have a unique power among private organizations: the power to tax. Unlike other politically active groups, unions don’t have to collect donations to finance their ad campaigns or get-out-the-vote efforts on behalf of candidates. “Right-to-work” laws enacted by twenty-two states prohibit unions from collecting fees from workers in private jobs covered by union contract as a condition of their employment. These laws often do not cover public employees, however; some thirty-seven states allow unions to collect fees from public employees, including teachers. These fees, often called “agency fees,” are supposed to cover the union’s cost of collective bargaining and administering the contract. But without better disclosure of how unions spend their revenues—which the AFL-CIO and its constituent unions have fought repeatedly over the years, even filing lawsuits to prevent the Department of Labor from collecting this information—there is no way to know what the true cost of collective bargaining is. So in most states, they can simply force workers to pay union dues as a condition of employment, and these forced dues provide the unions with a massive war chest that gives them overwhelming political power.
In fact, the labor unions collect upwards of $17 billiona year,35  all of it tax-free. This is a staggering sum of money for organizations whose basic function is to negotiate labor contracts. In reality, unions spend just a fraction of their income on collective bargaining and related activities, which means that Big Labor has billions of dollars left over to pay for whatever union officials choose. It is bad enough that many union officials choose to enrich themselves with the money forcibly taken out of workers’ paychecks; corruption within the ranks of labor leaders has become endemic, as many union bosses pay themselves lavish salaries and also “invest” member dues in what amount to private slush funds. Even more disturbing is the fact that the labor unions pour so much of these member dues into advancing a political agenda that has almost nothing to do with workers’ issues. The unions have so much money at their disposal that they can spend more on politics than do both major political parties combined.36
Union militants often claim that Big Labor needs the ability to spend forced dues on politics in order to counter corporate spending, but in fact union contributions dwarf corporate contributions. Of the top thirteen all-time donors to the Democratic Party, nineare unions. The top donor, AFSCME, gave $16.5 million between January 1, 1978, and June 30, 2003. That’s $6 million more than the largest Republican donor, Philip Morris, contributed during that period. And AFSCME was just one of three unions (the other two being the SEIU and the Communications Workers of America) that gave Democrats as much as or more than the Republicans’ top donor contributed.37  Moreover, corporations—and any other organization that wants to support political causes, including the often-vilified National Rifle Association—are limited to what they can raise via voluntary contributions, but the unions’ vast reserves of forced dues give labor bosses almost unlimited power.
The unions are also completely dedicated to using their resources so they can be a force in politics, and direct contributions are just a small part of their political support. For example, the NEA now employs an army of some 1,800 political operatives, who are paid out of the forced dues collected from teachers. To put this in perspective, consider that this one union alone has more paid political operatives than the Republican and Democratic National Committees combined.38  Such resources make Big Labor essential to the future of Democrats, and the Democratic Party knows it.
Of course, the unions technically report that they spend nomoney on politics, even though federal tax law requires tax-exempt organizations to report all political expenditures over a hundred dollars in any year.39  That’s right, despite overwhelming evidence that Big Labor annually puts hundreds of millions of dollars toward politics—and many union officials actually boast of their active support for Democrats—the unions report nothingto the IRS. How can this be? Because any political contributions would be taxable. By reporting that they spend nothing on politics, the unions keep their funds tax-free. Just as important, they keep from the public and from their own members the details of how the money is being spent. Much evidence indicates that union employees have actually been fired just because they didn’t want to support the union political program,40  so it would seem logical that union leaders would do everything possible to cover up the fact that so much of workers’ money is going to politics.
Union members have little recourse if they object to how their dues are being spent. This is another reason union leaders who are active in the political arena have a decided advantage over corporate executives, who must keep their political spending in line with stockholders’ and customers’ interests. The fact is, most union members—no matter their political beliefs—don’t want to see their hard-earned money going to fund political activity. According to a survey conducted by the respected polling firm McLaughlin & Associates, fully 80 percent of union members are against having money taken out of their paychecks and spent on politics. Nonunion employees agree; overall, 82 percent of Americans think it unfair to force workers to pay for political activity, as an ABC News/Washington Post poll revealed.41
Thus, most workers oppose the very idea of having unions spend member dues on politics. But it is even more troubling to consider that labor bosses are spending these dues on a political agenda that most workers would not voluntarily support and that many union members adamantly disagree with. Polls consistently show that 40 percent of union members vote Republican. In the late 1990s, the AFL-CIO’s political director actually admitted that of AFL-CIO members who vote, 40 percent vote Republican.42  Even the NEA, which represents the traditionally liberal teaching profession, reports that a minority of its 2.7 million members are Democrats; 30 percent regard themselves as Republicans, and another 30 percent consider themselves independents.43  Still, year in and year out, AFL-CIO and NEA leaders, like most other labor bosses, commit virtually 100 percent of their political resources to Democrats.
For all the unions’ rhetoric about standing for the rights of working people, taking money from workers’ paychecks against their will to pay for a political agenda they oppose is the antithesis of workers’ rights.
Why this dramatic difference between the political agenda of labor leaders and the political views of the rank and file? Quite simply, in the interests of self-preservation, Big Labor has given itself over to a radical political agenda. In the process, the unions have abandoned many of the principles on which the American labor movement was founded, not to mention the interests of the workers they are supposed to serve. Their willingness to change course so abruptly has enabled the labor unions to enhance their own political power even while unions themselves have seen their membership plummet and their importance diminish.
Big Labor has put its own power above all else, including its own members’ welfare and the public good. Desperate to keep dues money pouring into their coffers, labor leaders push for bigger and bigger government. In fact, the leadership of the American labor movement is now at the far left of the political spectrum—to the point that the single most powerful labor leader in the United States, the president of the AFL-CIO, proudly preaches his socialist worldview.

BIG LABOR, BIG GOVERNMENT
The American labor movement has shifted its emphasis from workers to politics for a simple reason: desperation. After years of seeing their membership rolls grow, unions began losing members—and consequently, losing the all-important member dues. For decades the unions were a major force in the private sector. Union membership among America’s private workforce reached as high as 35 percent in the mid-1950s.44 Certain fields, such as construction, the unions completely dominated; for example, unionized companies had a whopping 87 percent of the construction market in 1947.45 Private-sector union membership has fallen off dramatically, however. In fact, by 2003 only 8.2 percent of private-sector employees belonged to unions.46 Even construction workers have largely abandoned the unions: in 2003 only 16 percent of construction workers were union members.47 And the drop-off shows no signs of ending. In 2003 alone, America’s private-sector labor unions lost 369,000 members.48
Faced with the exodus of private-sector workers, the unions have had to look for new sources of income: government employees. Unionization among government employees is soaring, even while private-sector workers are fleeing from unions. In 2002, the same year that private-sector unions lost close to half a million members, public-sector unions gained 165,000 members.49  Back in the 1950s, government employees made up just 5 percent of union members; by 2003 they accounted for 46 percent of all union members. And more and more government workers are being forced into unions, with nearly four in ten government workers now unionized.50  According to David Denholm of the Public Service Research Foundation, “Within a few years, a majority of union members will work for the government.”51
Thus, for all the labor bosses’ talk of representing “working families,” union members aren’t as likely to be industrial hardhats as they are to be white-collar government bureaucrats.
As unions move away from representing those who pay taxes (private-sector workers) to those who depend on ever-higher taxes (government workers), it’s natural that Big Labor should seek to dominate politics. By putting their own people in charge of the government—management, so to speak—unions effectively control both sides of the bargaining table.
The result is a cycle of corruption in which labor bosses use forced dues to elect politicians—that is, their members’ employers—who then give the unions what they want at the bargaining table, and push labor’s demonstrably left-wing agenda as well. And the central feature of that agenda is the expansion of government, since the more employees the government hires, the more dues-paying members the unions will have.
The vested interest of government-employee unions is, and always will be, Big Government. Pollster Scott Rasmussen remarks, “Public-sector workers want government to grow first, and the overall health of the economy isn’t as relevant to them.”52  As long as the only growth in union membership is among government workers, union bosses will support having more and more government programs, departments, commissions, and regulatory bodies, because more union-dues-paying bureaucrats will be required to staff them. (And of course, no government program will ever become unnecessary or outlive its purpose, which is why the U.S. government still funds a Rural Electrification Project at a time when every corner of America already has electricity.)
A former union insider sums up what has happened to the American labor movement and how it has corrupted the political process. Steve Silberger, who was AFSCME’s chief Washington lobbyist in the 1980s, told the Wall Street Journalin 2004, “The big story in labor in the last 15 years is that the hard left has taken over the public-sector unions, and no major Democrat will stand up to them. The Democratic Party is becoming a pure party of government—the public interest is being subordinated to a special interest that prospers when government grows.”53
The shift away from unionization in the private sector is a natural one, as private companies have competed for the best workers by offering good wages and benefits, rendering private-sector unions unnecessary in most cases.
But the shift toward unionization in the public sector is a radical departure for the American labor movement, which long held that government employees shouldn’t—indeed, couldn’t—be unionized. From the labor movement’s founding, union leaders believed that a union’s purpose was to organize workers so they could earn their fair share of the employer’s profits. But when government is the employer, there are no profits. Money that goes to pay government workers comes from taxes, which means that government unions take money out of the pockets of allworkers.
Moreover, union leaders recognized that government employees generally have a monopoly on the services they provide (policing, fire fighting, and so on) and should not use that authority to extort from the American public. President Franklin Roosevelt, a strong supporter of unions, summed up the attitude toward government-employee unions when he decried them as “the Hitler methods towards labor.”54  Collective bargaining, said Roosevelt, “cannot be transplanted into public service.”55  Union leaders before and after Roosevelt agreed. As late as 1959, AFL-CIO president George Meany affirmed that “it is impossible to bargain collectively with government.”56
Unfortunately, this philosophy fell victim to unions’ need for new sources of cash—and the need to preserve their own power. The American labor movement did a complete about-face, as many union bosses began to organize public-sector bargaining units.

MOVING BIG LABOR TO THE FAR LEFT
Big Labor’s unprincipled reversal on the matter of government-employee unions drove it headlong into politics, and specifically to a pro-Democrat, pro–Big Government platform. But that switch alone was not sufficient to create the extreme-left agenda that marks Big Labor today—an agenda that in many cases has nothing to do with workers’ issues.
In fact, it is ludicrous to think that unions use their vast resources solely to promote political issues crucial to working people. Consider just a small sampling of causes and issues that union bosses have put their billions of dollars in compulsory dues behind:
• forcing the Boy Scouts to admit homosexuals and atheists
• promoting abortion
• opposing welfare reform
• legalizing marijuana
• opposing a balanced budget
• advocating statehood for the District of Columbia
• encouraging U.S. participation in the United Nations
• supporting a freeze on nuclear weapons
• urging legislators in Massachusetts to support gay marriage
Whatever one’s views on, say, legalizing drugs or forcing the Boy Scouts to accept homosexuals, it’s hard to argue that the unions’ support for these causes improves union workers’ pay, benefits, or working conditions, or even furthers the opportunity to organize more workers. And these are just a few of the many issues behind which Big Labor has rallied, not because of anything to do with the workers it purports to represent but simply because of union leaders’ far-left agenda.
Leading the way on this radical agenda is the most powerful labor leader in America, AFL-CIO president John Sweeney. Sweeney became president of the AFL-CIO in 1995—just after the Republicans took control of Congress in the 1994 elections—by trumpeting his own record of political activism. In his thirteen years as head of the SEIU, he had transformed that union into one of the most politically powerful groups in the country. Immediately upon taking control of the AFL-CIO, Sweeney began employing the political tactics he had learned as head of the SEIU. While his predecessors as AFL-CIO president, George Meany and Lane Kirkland, had moved Big Labor far into the political arena, Sweeney made politics almost the single focus of the labor movement.
Sweeney also set about removing all vestiges of moderate and conservative public policy traditionally supported by Big Labor. For decades after the founding of the labor movement, union leaders had eschewed politics because they recognized that their members did not all share the same political beliefs. The father of the American labor movement, Samuel Gompers—who founded the American Federation of Labor (AFL) in the 1880s—pointed out that “there are a number of earnest Republicans in . . . the AF of L, who would not take kindly to the notion if we, who are elected as officers by their votes as well as the votes of others, were to publicly and practically officially use the offices, or the influence which these offices [give], to secure the defeat of their party, and the success of the party to which they are opposed.”57  Even as the unions became politically active in the second half of the twentieth century, they did not wholeheartedly endorse the Left’s agenda. For example, until the end of the Lane Kirkland era, the AFL-CIO supported a strong national defense and a foreign policy that opposed worldwide Communism and defended American self-interests. In part this reflected the lingering sense that unions should at least consider their members’ interests, for many AFL-CIO workers were employed in the defense industry.
Sweeney, however, has thrown his members’ interests to the wind in order to advance his own political beliefs. And he has made no effort to hide his radical agenda. In his run for the presidency of the AFL-CIO, Sweeney sought to mobilize the more active leftist membership by joining the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), which is, according to its website, “the largest socialist organization in the United States, and the principal U.S. affiliate of the Socialist International.” The DSA roundly rejects any “economic order sustained by private profit.”58
One might think that an organization dedicated to the expansion of socialism and socialist government in America would be at the fringes of American politics, but the DSA—thanks in large part to John Sweeney’s unrivaled political clout—has powerful friends at the highest levels of the U.S. government. The Progressive Caucus, the largest Democratic caucus in the House of Representatives and a who’s who of leftist politicians, works closely with the DSA, which boasted that these members work with the DSA on a campaign “for economic justice.”59  Among its more than fifty members is the highest-ranking Democrat in the House, Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi. Another notable member is failed presidential candidate Dennis Kucinich, whose campaign rested on a promise to create a Department of Peace, leaving one to wonder why he didn’t go all out for meaningless feel-good symbols and promise a Department of Rainbows. The only non-Democrat in this coalition is the founding chairman, Bernie Sanders, the “Independent” congressman from Vermont—a self-proclaimed socialist.
One DSA document, an organizing document geared toward youth, summarizes the organization’s strategy of trying to reach out to a broad swath of Americans: “Stress our Democratic Party strategy and electoral work. The Democratic Party is something the public understands, and association with it takes the edge off. Stressing our Democratic Party work will establish some distance from the radical subculture and help integrate you to the milieu of the young liberals.”60
The Progressive Caucus’s ties to the DSA have been extensive. Joseph Farah, a columnist with the conservative website WorldNetDaily, revealed in a series of exposés that the caucus’s own website was hosted by the DSA until 1999, when the website was moved to an official congressional site.61  When the DSA came under closer scrutiny because of its influence over members of Congress, the group decided to clean up its image. One thing it did was to remove from its website lyrics to several inflammatory songs more suited to the Red Army of the old Soviet Union than to a group with ties to an official caucus in the U.S. Congress. One charming little ditty, sung to the tune of “Frère Jacques,” included these lovely sentiments:
Are you sleeping? Are you sleeping?
Bourgeoisie, Bourgeoisie
And when the revolution comes
We’ll kill you all with knives and guns
Bourgeoisie, Bourgeoisie
And then there was this fabulous hit, sung to the tune of “When the Red, Red Robin”:
When the Red Revolution
Brings its solution along, along
There’ll be no more lootin’
When we start shootin’ that Wall Street throng
Naturally, the site also featured “The Internationale,” the worldwide anthem of communism.
None of this seemed to deter John Sweeney from openly associating himself with the DSA. Featured on the official DSA website is this statement from Sweeney: “I’m proud to be a member of a movement for change that puts the cause of working people at the heart of the matter.”62
This is the sort of agenda that Big Labor throws its vast resources behind. By using forced dues to buy the cooperation of one of the two major parties, AFL-CIO leader John Sweeney has placed a number of DSA allies in office and controlled the agenda of the Democratic Party. Sweeney has established himself as the Democratic Party’s power broker extraordinaire. If nothing else, Democratic candidates have to make the pilgrimage to Sweeney to kiss his ring. Ignoring Sweeney can put Big Labor’s massive resources in an opposing candidate’s camp and make it almost impossible to win. Thus, in 2003, Democratic presidential hopefuls dutifully courted Sweeney and the AFL-CIO. Dick Gephardt hoped that his almost perfect AFL-CIO voting record would help him win an early endorsement from the labor federation, which requires a two-thirds vote of the group’s fifty-four-member executive council, made up of the AFL-CIO’s biggest unions. But other candidates trekked to Florida for the AFL’s winter meeting as well, including Senator Joe Lieberman, Senator John Edwards, and former Illinois senator Carol Moseley-Braun.63  In the end, the AFL-CIO decided not to endorse any candidate that early in the campaign, freeing its member unions to go their own way.

DOOM AND GLOOM
At the very least one might hope that the unions would support economic policy that is in the interests of American workers, but here again labor leaders have ignored what is best for workers. In the Sweeney era, the same Marxist notions that characterize the DSA have come to define Big Labor. John Sweeney and other union bosses have tried to portray American capitalism as a nightmare for workers, despite the real-world evidence to the contrary.
Sweeney took control of the AFL-CIO in the boom years of the 1990s, when the United States was in the midst of one of the longest periods of economic expansion in its history—indeed, in the history of the world. Still, he seemed strangely oblivious to the prosperity, apparently because the nation had not conformed to his socialist vision. Adopting the classic Marxist tactic of fostering class resentment, he charged that “corporate America” had declared “war” on American workers. Never mind that this would be a bizarre and self-destructive strategy for any corporation, which depends on these same workers to buy its products and services. In addition, Sweeney loudly proclaimed that the unions were needed more than at any other time in history—a preposterous claim, given the horrid working conditions that had given rise to the labor movement in the first place and that had long since been eradicated.
Readers of Sweeney’s 1996 book, America Needs a Raise, might actually conclude that America was in the midst of another Great Depression—that is, unless they looked past Sweeney’s doom-and-gloom scenario and examined the evidence themselves. Despite Sweeney’s dire warnings about how the American working class was suffering, workers were benefiting from the unprecedented boom. By 1996, unemployment had fallen to 5.4 percent from 7.4 percent in 1992.64  To be sure, some jobs were being eliminated, but in fact new jobs were being created far faster than old jobs were being eliminated. That is always the case in a dynamic economy. Overall, per-capita income—even adjusted for cost-of-living increases—had risen by more than 50 percent in a generation.65
And, of course, Sweeney’s comments about the economy in subsequent years have been no more on target. In 2003, for example, he said the nation was suffering the “worst job-loss crisis since the Great Depression.”66  But in September 2003, when Sweeney made this statement, unemployment was at 6.1 percent67—a far cry from the Great Depression, when 25 percent of Americans were out of work.
So if workers actually prosper in America’s modern capitalist economy, why do John Sweeney and other labor leaders proclaim their dystopian vision of America? These ludicrous charges are, in fact, just one example of how union bosses try to maintain their own authority. Needing to convince workers that unions are still relevant, labor leaders must tell American workers that they are in dire trouble, that they are powerless and have no voice. Indeed, John Sweeney portrays workers as having no voice in their lives if they don’t join an AFL-CIO–affiliated union.
But the reality is far different: The vast majority of American workers have found the greatest economic opportunities away from the unions. Moreover, corporations have steadily increased the “voice” of workers, often over the objections of union bosses, who have a vested interest in limiting the role of workers in negotiating the terms of their own employment.

BIG LABOR: ABOVE THE LAW?
Big Labor’s nightmarish vision of America has no root in reality, but the unions have nevertheless had great success in gaining support at all levels of government and in placing like-minded politicians in positions of power. And a key reason union leaders have such extraordinary political influence, of course, is that they control massive amounts of money they take from members’ paychecks. This is particularly shocking because, by continuing to play such an active role in the political sphere, union bosses seem to be openly violating the law.
Although the unions derive their political power from the huge amounts of member dues they control, the U.S. Supreme Court has repeatedly and emphatically ruled that unions cannotforce members to fund union political activity. Perhaps the two most significant decisions were in the 1977 case of Abood v. Detroit Board of Educationand the 1988 case of Communications Workers of America v. Beck. In the former case, the court ruled that government-employee unions could not use compulsory member dues for political purposes unrelated to their core functions of collective bargaining, contract administration, and grievance adjustment,68  and in the latter, the court applied the same principle to private-sector unions. Writing for the majority in the Beckcase, Justice William Brennan cited the National Labor Relations Act, which, he pointed out, “authorizes the exaction of only those fees and dues necessary to ‘performing the duties of an exclusive representative of the employees in dealing with the employer on labor-management issues.’ “69
The Aboodand Beckcases also demonstrated just how much unions have departed from their original purpose of representing workers. If collective-bargaining activities are the unions’ core function, labor leaders put very little of their ample resources toward those activities. In the Beck case the courts found that barely 20 percent of the communications workers’ dues was going toward collective bargaining, meaning that the vast majority of member dues was used for illegitimate purposes; the government-employee union in the Aboodcase spent even less on its supposed purpose.70
Spending so little on representing workers and instead focusing on politics is not unusual, even today. In fact, Big Labor ignores the Supreme Court’s rulings, probably because it knows that any union member who wants to enforce the Supreme Court’s decisions must take the union to court. Most workers don’t have the financial resources to take on the unions in court, especially because union bosses will spend virtually any sum out of the money they collect from forced dues in order to retain the right to keep exacting dues against the will of workers.
Congress typically acts to codify major judicial decisions such as Beck in order to give these decisions the unambiguous force of law, but politicians have been hesitant to take on Big Labor’s political might. Without a legislative act to enforce the Beck decision, even workers in right-to-work states have no choice regarding the union’s political program. If they want to belong to a union, they must allow their dues to be spent for the liberal political agenda, regardless of their own beliefs. And in a forced-unionism state (in which unions have the legal power to force workers to pay dues as a condition of employment), workers can find relief only if they resign their membership
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