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“I have seen


The old gods go


And the new gods come.






Day by day


And year by year


The idols fall


And the idols rise.






Today


I worship the hammer.”


—Carl Sandburg

















INTRODUCTION



My parents were sixties people. My dad, who grew up in Queens, went to the University of Virginia for a single year before dropping out to become a civil rights worker. He met my mom in Atlanta, where they both worked on an underground newspaper called the Great Speckled Bird. If you want to needle my mom, you can say she was a hippie. She’ll get a stern look and reply, “We weren’t hippies, we were activists.”


In Atlanta, my dad was, among other things, a member of The October League, part of the wide universe of radical left-wing splinter groups that emerged when the idealism of the ’60s exploded into the harder ideological shrapnel of the ’70s. He talks about those days as a time when righteousness bled into farce. For example, because the group was monitored by the FBI, its meetings were held in secret locations. A car would come and pick people up and deliver them to the chosen, undisclosed spot. One day, the group rented a hotel meeting room for one of its secret assemblies. When the car delivering the members pulled up to the hotel, they looked up and saw a message on the hotel’s large overhead sign: “WELCOME, OCTOBER LEAGUE!”


Still, the commitment necessary to be a true radical in 1970s Georgia was not inconsiderable. They were beaten up by rednecks while trying to sell them the Communist newspaper outside of factory gates, an example of the perils of overestimating your audience. The October League members were themselves required to get factory jobs, so as to be embedded in the proletariat and help them organize. (This tactic was in contrast to their counterparts who split off to form the Weather Underground, which was more inclined toward bombing than labor organizing.) My mom worked at a Sophie Mae peanut brittle factory. To this day, the smell of peanut brittle turns her stomach. My dad worked at a Nabisco factory. He has many happy memories of eating the world’s freshest Ritz cracker right as it emerged from the oven, and of carting home free boxes of canned beef stew that had been “damaged” by coworkers purposely slamming the boxes on the ground. He was the type of guy who would read a book while on the line at the factory, but the work suited him.


The Nabisco factory had a union. Not unusual for the time, the union was racist. In August 1972, after a Black employee was unjustly fired from the plant, 250 of the Nabisco workers walked out in a wildcat strike. That group was made up of almost all the Black workers, along with a handful of white workers, including my dad. The union, long controlled by whites, refused to support the strike. But after three weeks of picketing, the company agreed to rehire all the striking workers and make at least some gestures toward addressing discrimination in the plant.


My dad ended up working at Nabisco for five years. “They would always say, ‘Do what we want or we’ll close the plant and move elsewhere,’” he remembers. In August 2021, almost a half century after that wildcat strike, Nabisco workers across the country went on strike again, trying desperately to hold on to a minimal middle-class lifestyle. But the Atlanta Nabisco factory was not among the strikers—it had closed for good just months earlier. Its parent company moved those jobs overseas. Some things never change.
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I GREW UP HEARING STORIES OF THE GREAT SPECKLED BIRD AND THE CIVIL rights movement in the way that some kids grow up hearing about their dad’s high school football games. It instilled in me a consciousness of the need to fight to make things better. Later, I fell into journalism, attracted more by its promise of a platform from which to yell about who society’s villains are than by any sort of literary inclinations. Being a serviceable writer was also my only marketable skill. It was either journalism, or back to the kitchen at the pizza restaurant.


I moved to New York City and, in 2008, caught on with Gawker.com, which was very much my kind of publication. Gawker gave us, its wild-eyed and confrontational writers, a combo deal that was hard to find: it was widely read, and it offered near-total freedom to write whatever we wanted. It was great. Gawker became the devilish conscience of the New York media, vaguely disreputable but honest. It was the place that would publish what others wouldn’t, and would say the things that others thought but felt constrained from saying by fear of professional fallout. It was anarchist journalism at its finest. For the type of writer who aspired not to work at the New York Times, but rather to gripe about why the New York Times was a bunch of dweebs, it was the best possible place to be.


While others at Gawker wrote most of the gossip and scoops that brought in big traffic, I coasted along indulging my passion for class war. I published letters from death row inmates and ran a forty-week-long series of first-person stories from unemployed people after the 2008 recession. I published letters from employees at Amazon, Target, and other big companies describing how terrible their workplaces were. And I became Gawker’s de facto labor reporter, writing about union drives and union busting as part of the larger mission to promote the concept of Eating the Rich.


Gawker’s parent company, Gawker Media, was one of several online media startups that had grown from shoestring operations into full-fledged profitable companies without ever stopping to build a lot of the workaday stuff that mature companies take for granted. We had a lavish roof deck at the office, but no system of getting regular raises; big parties with open bars, but no functional system of internal communication; a pancake machine in the kitchen, but no severance pay. All major company decisions were made inside the mysterious mind of the owner. He smoked a lot of weed. It was fun for a while, but it didn’t give any of us a great sense of career stability.


I had written a story about how Vice Media, one of our competitors, was a bad place to work—employees there told me about its awful low pay and casual mistreatment. In April 2015, I met with Ursula Lawrence, a union organizer from the Writers Guild of America, East, at a bar in SoHo near my office. She wanted to know if I could give her any good contacts for people who worked at Vice. The union had decided to try to organize the online media industry, focusing on Vice, but they were having a hard time getting any traction. As we talked, the absurdity of the conversation crept up on me.


“Why don’t you try organizing us?” I said at last. “We’re better than Vice.”


“Sure!” she said. So I went home and made a Facebook invite for a meeting at the union’s office a couple of days later, and sent it randomly to fifty people I worked with. I had no idea if anyone would show up. On the appointed day, forty people came. We sat around a huge conference room table, and everyone vented about what they wanted to change about Gawker Media. This happened routinely in the form of private grumbling sent via instant message, but never had it taken place in a structured way, as a group. We decided to do it.


The next day, we had an all-hands meeting in the office to introduce the union effort. Because nothing could ever stay secret at Gawker for long, we also announced the whole thing to the world, with a blog post titled “Why We’ve Decided to Organize.” Our owner, Nick Denton, said he would abide by whatever choice we made. We ran a union campaign that has been referred to as “non-traditional,” but which was fully in line with the Gawker style of talking about everything openly. We even published a post and asked employees to use the comment section to weigh in, saying how they planned to vote on the union and why. I later learned that this tactic nearly gave the professional union organizers heart attacks. But to this day, other organizers still ask me to dig up that post and share it with them. It was one of the only times anyone had ever seen a union drive conducted publicly—laid out for readers to follow along with. There was a lot of arguing. That was, for us, very normal.


In early June, we voted “Yes” by a 3–1 margin, becoming the first major online media company to unionize. It was only six weeks after I sent that Facebook invite, and four months after the Washington Post had published an explainer story headlined “Why Internet journalists don’t organize.” Heh.


For a while, Gawker Media was the darling of the labor movement. We were seen as the “hip” and “young” and internet-savvy new generation of pro-union workers, though many of us were neither hip nor particularly young. I got invited to speak on stage at the AFL-CIO convention. I got invited to speak to various union groups. I got invited to speak on a panel at the White House, during a daylong event that the Obama administration threw for organized labor, as a consolation prize for not passing any laws that might help it. All was well, until it wasn’t.


The workers at Gawker secured our first union contract just in time. Shortly after we signed it, the company was bankrupted by a lawsuit from professional wrestler Hulk Hogan—a lawsuit funded by right-wing tech billionaire Peter Thiel, who said he was mad that we had published the fact that he was gay (an open secret in Silicon Valley), but who was actually mad that we had relentlessly made fun of his failed hedge fund and insane political beliefs. Our company was sold to Univision, and Gawker.com itself, perceived as being politically radioactive, was shut down. But the employees were not laid off, and we all kept our salaries, thanks to that union contract.


The whole media industry watched Gawker unionize. And, as one, reporters everywhere said to themselves: “That is obviously a good idea.” Other online media companies began joining us in the WGAE at a rapid clip. Salon unionized. So did HuffPost. So did Slate, and Vox, and Vice, the original target. Another long-standing media union, the News Guild, amped up its media organizing efforts too. Within a few years, media was considered one of the most active pro-union industries in the country. It all started with a bunch of people who realized that we needed more than a pancake machine to have a career.
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MY IMMERSION INTO UNIONS FELT LIKE FINALLY GRASPING THE RIGHT TOOL after rummaging around in a toolbox for years. I did not start out as a writer interested in organized labor; I started out as a writer interested in why America was so fucked up. Why did we have such gargantuan levels of inequality? Why were thousands of homeless people living in the streets of cities where billionaires frolicked in penthouses? Why was it that certain classes of people worked hard their entire lives and stayed poor, just as their parents had been, and just as their children seemed doomed to be? Even while labor unions had fallen almost completely out of the public mind, it turned out that they were central to all our most fundamental problems.


I was born in 1979. Ronald Reagan took office when I was just a few months old. The biggest story of my lifetime is that the rich have gotten richer, and the rest of us haven’t. Another way to say this is that, since 1980, the hourly compensation of the average American worker has stayed almost flat, even as their productivity has risen by 75 percent. During that same time, the share of national wealth held by the top 0.00001 percent of American earners—the richest of the rich—has increased by 1,000 percent.


The Occupy movement was widely derided for lacking any concrete goals, but it did have one very real accomplishment: it cemented the importance of inequality in the mainstream consciousness. The steady rise in inequality since the Reagan era has made the classic “American dream” of a single income supporting a middle-class lifestyle an impossible fantasy for most. And as everyone has had to work harder to try to earn the same amount, pensions have disappeared, education costs have skyrocketed, and the “gig economy” has gone a fair way toward its goal of eradicating the classic model of full-time employment. There are a lot of factors that conspired to give us the rise of Trumpism. The biggest one is the fact that inequality has grown so severe that it is destroying the fundamental belief that American society works.


In the broadest terms, there are only two ways to reverse our poisonous level of inequality. One way is for the government to do it—by aggressively taxing the rich, aggressively supplementing the incomes of the rest of us, and aggressively regulating capitalism. If you believe that will happen any time soon, you are far more optimistic than I am. (The government’s tendency to do the opposite of all these things is how we got here in the first place.) The other way to fix inequality is for working people, who make up the vast majority of the population, to increase their own power so that they can reclaim their rightful share of the nation’s wealth. The only mechanism for doing this is organized labor.


Once I grasped this, I realized that unions—neglected, decrepit, and forgotten though they were—are the single most important tool that exists to fix our single most important problem.


At the peak of organized labor’s power in the 1950s, one in three American workers was a union member. Today, that number is one in ten. The decades-long decline in union membership is a mirror image of the decades-long rise in inequality. The primary reason for the decline of the union is that business interests understand very well the power unions create. They have engaged politicians for decades to undertake systematic legal and regulatory assaults that have made it impossible for many people to join unions, and extremely difficult for unions to sustain themselves in many parts of the country. The political battle to reinvent our broken and anti-worker labor law system is ongoing. It will be ongoing for a long time. If the labor movement ties its fate solely to that battle, it will die while it’s waiting to win.


An additional reason for the decline of unions, however, is that many unions have more or less stopped trying. Rather than seeing the tens of millions of workers who could be organized as an urgent priority, the institutions of organized labor have, to a large degree, contented themselves with tending to the small and shrinking walled gardens of their existing membership. The urge to dedicate everything to organizing new members—the only thing that will extend the power of unions to enough people to bend the curve of inequality back toward sanity—remains a niche position in the union world. Instead of being the dominant guiding principle, it is confined to ideological pockets. Many labor leaders find it easy to preside over slow decline as long as that decline isn’t severe enough to put them out of a job. If it stays that way, broad defeat is only a matter of time. The frogs in the pot may pretend the water isn’t boiling, but it will get them eventually, sure as hell.


Here is the other thing to understand about organized labor: it should be at the center of American politics. Which is to say that politicians and political policies should exist as planets that revolve around a sun of a strong, mobilized, coherent labor movement. This is such a foreign notion to most Americans (and even to many union officials!) that they have never even considered it for a single second. In our country, politics is typically seen as a made-for-television contest between red and blue teams, a hopelessly corrupt feeding frenzy for the rich and powerful that provides little more than entertainment to the rest of us. More recently, it has become conventional wisdom that America suffers from an unbridgeable gap between red and blue states, two separate political cultures that can agree on nothing and have become entrenched and opposing armies. Unions, when they are thought of at all, are thought of as just one of a constellation of special interests. In fact, organizing people not as voters, but as workers, is the start of the path toward breaking out of this artificial political divide, and bringing elected officials to heel on behalf of the working class. It can be done. It is being done, in certain places. It just needs to be done much, much more.


This is a book about how, and whether, the labor movement can save America. It is about the dizzying potential of organized labor, as well as the heartbreaking flaws that hold it back. It is about one extraordinary person’s frustrating quest to become a leader of this movement, and about many, many extraordinary people’s unsung acts of courage in their own workplaces across the country. A strike; an ambitious campaign that took decades; a small group of workers in an uphill battle to organize; a union that has a successful formula to turn labor power into political power; the people desperately trying to keep unions alive in an anti-union state. These are the chapters in this book—the building blocks that, taken together, show what the labor movement is, and what it can be. This book is not a survey of every important union, or an encyclopedia of every worthy activist. Rather, it tells a small number of stories that illustrate a single point: the success or failure of the labor movement is absolutely central to the success or failure of the American experiment. If you have never given that proposition too much thought, I hope that this book will make you do so.


One of the greatest things about unions is that they are a tool that belongs to you. You! You may be an average person in an average place with an average job. You may not be rich or famous or influential or well-connected. But starting right at your unremarkable workplace, you can become part of something capable of exercising power beyond your wildest belief. You can do something historic. You can start a union. You can lead a strike. You can force enormous companies to listen; you can compel exalted politicians to bow to the demands of normal folks. Your labor is your weapon. It is your hammer. A better America is right there. It’s waiting for you, and for all of us, to act.















CHAPTER ONE



SARA NELSON GOES TO WASHINGTON




“Labor unions offer a perfect arena for the use of all the arts in the game of politics. Their struggles are the most bitter, skillful, and cut-throat of any to be seen in this country. Civic politics reach their peak only at intervals; labor politics continue incessantly.”


—Communists Within the Labor Movement, a pamphlet by the United States Chamber of Commerce, 1947




On a sunny July day in 2021, Sara Nelson went for a run. As she made her way down a dirt road in Oregon, she tripped and fell. That stumble may have changed the history of the American labor movement.


At the time, it seemed like just another damn thing in a year of grinding health annoyances. In January, Nelson had gotten a nasty case of Covid and was sick in bed for weeks. The brain fog and trouble concentrating afterward persisted for months. During that time, she was also dealing with tooth problems that required several trips to the orthodontist for painful dental work. And now, under the blue skies and towering trees of her home state, where she had gone for a rare vacation, she lay sprawled on the ground, with scrapes and cuts on her hands and legs.


The cuts would heal, but as the days went on, Nelson felt a persistent pain where she had banged her right hip. It hurt to walk, and it hurt to sit. That was bad because she was always on the move. When she finally went and saw an orthopedist, tests revealed a degenerative condition in her hip, slowly eroding the strength of her bones. On August 31, she had surgery on her right hip. Then came a long and frustrating confinement. First, she couldn’t move much at all; then, there were weeks in a wheelchair; then months more on crutches. There was physical therapy, and there was pain, and, throughout, pain meds that made it hard for her to concentrate and work. As fall 2021 turned to winter, Nelson was deep in a grueling recovery.


By December, she was beginning to feel whole again. When Christmas came, she and her family traveled from their Maryland home back to Oregon to see Nelson’s mother. While she was there, an ominous pain began throbbing in her other hip.


Sara Nelson did not have a happy New Year’s 2022. More trips to her doctors revealed that her left hip—left unexamined during all the work to fix her right hip—had the same degenerative condition, only worse. In early January, she had full hip replacement surgery on the left side. Back to the pain meds, and the physical therapy, and the constant discomfort. From the coldest depths of February, she could look backward at six months dominated by hip surgeries, which themselves followed six months dominated by other nagging health issues.


This does not mean that Nelson was not working the whole time.


She never really stopped working, from morning to night to weekend, on her phone and on Zoom and in TV interviews. But she was not working the way she wanted to. Nelson was a career flight attendant who had become the head of the flight attendants’ union, and she was used to flying around the country as casually as most people drive to the grocery store. Had she never stumbled and fallen on that trail on the first day of July, her hip condition might have remained hidden from her for years—hidden enough to ignore, at least. Instead, her bones threw up their red flags when they did, and her plans were harshly rearranged.


During those agonizing months of surgery and recovery, she still managed to do her job running her union. She had played an instrumental role in winning $40 billion in payroll support for airline workers in the 2020 Covid relief bills, and was constantly on the phone with elected officials. She still managed to do countless TV hits, propped in a chair in her home office, talking to cable news hosts about mask mandates and drunk airline passengers and the Biden administration’s Build Back Better bill and everything else that fell in the broad, telegenic niche she had carved out as one of the media’s go-to interviews on virtually anything pertaining to the airline industry or worker rights. She still talked to her board and her lawyers and her union members and her staff and all the reporters constantly asking her for quotes. But with all her unexpected burdens, she was not able to dedicate much time to the other project she had planned to be working on during those months: laying the groundwork to run for the presidency of the AFL-CIO, America’s largest union coalition. That project was, in essence, to become the leader of the labor movement and save America. It was the biggest project of all.


You can imagine an alternate world in which Sara Nelson never tripped and fell during that jog. In that world, she came back from her run blissfully unaware of her slowly crumbling hip bones, which held on long enough to delay any surgeries for a couple of years. She spent the second half of 2021 and the first half of 2022 doing the delicate diplomatic dance of wooing the presidents of various major unions who ultimately cast the votes that decide who becomes the head of the AFL-CIO. She launched a simultaneous public campaign to harness the latent grassroots energy of millions of union members who were hungry for the sort of fiery, fighting leader that the labor movement has not had for decades. With this inside-outside strategy, a blitz of media coverage, nonstop barnstorming around the country, and some savvy backroom politicking, she secured just enough support to beat out the staid incumbent in a closely divided vote at the AFL-CIO convention in June 2022, instantly becoming the nation’s most powerful and recognizable labor leader. Rallying the left wing of organized labor and the Democratic Party to her cause, she began ushering in a program of reforms that took advantage of America’s post-pandemic spirit of activism and enabled new, large-scale organizing campaigns that halted the seventy-year decline of union membership once and for all. The tide had finally turned in the nation’s long and brutal war against worker power. Huzzah!


That alternate world was not fanciful. In the shiny early summer of 2021, it was all so very plausible. But in the real world, things happened. By February 2022, Sara Nelson was four months away from the AFL-CIO convention, recovering from her second hip surgery and watching her window for building internal political support shrink by the day. She was forced to ask herself what her options really were. With fate being what it was, both she and the entire US labor movement set out on a different path.
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NELSON HAS COIFFED BLOND HAIR, WHITE TEETH, AND EXPERTLY DONE makeup. She often wears silk scarves twisted around her neck in public appearances, in a visual nod to the uniform she wore when she worked flights for United. The New York Times once wrote that “she looks like a young Catherine Deneuve,” which is true, but she really looks like something less obscure—the very image of the small-town all-American girl who grew up to become a flight attendant. That she has become much more than that is a testament to her ability to navigate the cruel bargain offered to attractive women in public life: doors are opened, but they lead into rooms where everyone will underestimate you.


The Association of Flight Attendants, which Nelson has led since 2014, has about fifty thousand members. That means it is on the smaller side of the AFL-CIO’s sixty member unions, the largest of which have well over a million members. It is not intuitive that the head of a small and lesser-known union might aspire to vault directly into the biggest chair in the labor world. But Bernie Sanders came from Vermont, and Barack Obama was a little-known state senator a few years before he became president, and if American politics were mathematically rational, our nation would be a very different place. Union politics are no different. Whereas AFL-CIO presidents have historically been, for the most part, white male insiders, Nelson’s ambition was to see if charisma and conviction could turn that around.


Nelson had been a union activist since the turn of the century, but she only shot to national prominence in 2019 during what became the longest federal government shutdown in history. Prompted by a typically deranged case of Trumpian brinkmanship over the border wall, the shutdown began on December 22, 2018, and dragged on into the new year. Eight hundred thousand federal workers were either furloughed or working for weeks with no pay. That burden fell heavily on air traffic controllers and TSA security workers, all of whom were expected to continue showing up on the job to keep air travel running smoothly, receiving no paychecks as the political spat continued. Those workers are legally prohibited from striking, and their unions were disinclined to do anything so radical as flout federal law.


On January 20, Nelson gave a speech at an AFL-CIO dinner, where she was accepting the MLK Drum Major for Justice Award. She took the opportunity to pound the table and tell the assembled crowd of union officials that they needed to do more: “Almost a million workers are locked out or being forced to work without pay. Others are going to work when our workspace is increasingly unsafe. What is the labor movement waiting for?” she asked. “Go back with the fierce urgency of now to talk with your locals and international unions about all workers joining together—to end this shutdown with a general strike.”


A call for a general strike from a major labor leader who really appeared to mean it was the sort of thing not heard much since the middle of the twentieth century. Her demand went viral, and she was transformed almost immediately from the head of a medium-sized aviation industry union into a national political figure. Nelson’s speech was not just some feel-good utopian wish, but a canny and calculated grenade tossed into an ongoing political battle. She was careful to absolve the powerful public sector unions themselves of the sole responsibility for escalating on behalf of their members, saying, “Federal sector unions have their hands full caring for the 800,000 federal workers who are at the tip of the spear. Some would say the answer is for them to walk off the job. I say, ‘what are you willing to do?’” With that, the union world was able to receive the radical appeal for a general strike as a shared aspiration—freeing each individual union from the onus of actually having to prove itself by doing something.


Negotiations are a game of chicken. Vague threats that you never have to carry out, but that the other side believes you might carry out, are the essence of skillful negotiating. In late January 2019, the length of the government shutdown had already rendered the functioning of airports fragile, as workers grew more and more pissed off with their lack of pay. Republicans and business interests were nervous that severe cracks in America’s aviation system could begin to show any day. In that environment, the mere possibility of a widespread labor action (along with Nelson’s continued pointed remarks about “concern for our members’ safety and security,” barely coded threats that flight attendants could refuse to come to work) was a marvelously effective tool for instilling fear in those prolonging the shutdown.


On January 23, a coalition of airline unions including the AFA put out an ominous statement saying that “we cannot even calculate the level of risk currently at play, nor predict the point at which the entire system will break.” Two days later, on the morning of January 25, LaGuardia Airport in New York was forced to briefly halt incoming flights due to staffing shortages after some air traffic controllers said they couldn’t continue working safely. It was becoming clear that the breaking point was close. The same day, Donald Trump announced his support for a stopgap funding bill to reopen the government. It was the possibility of America’s aviation system collapsing that caused the Republicans, at last, to blink.


In activist circles, Nelson was given credit for “ending the shutdown.” It was an oversimplification, but a useful one, with more than a grain of truth. A month later, the New York Times published a splashy, admiring profile dubbing her “America’s Most Powerful Flight Attendant” and referencing for the first time in print what was already being murmured about in the lefty union world: that she could be a candidate for AFL-CIO president in the election that was then scheduled for 2021. It was, at that time, the sort of self-fulfilling speculation that ambitious leaders often try to engineer for themselves, planting seeds of hope that might one day grow into reality. But the enthusiasm for Nelson among the long-suffering radicals in organized labor was already real enough. At long last, it seemed that there might be a credible candidate to make unions badass again.


I first interviewed Nelson around this time, in a bare-walled conference room at the Gawker Media offices near Union Square. It was an experience of hearing, for the first time ever, an actual union leader give voice to the very same set of beliefs that I was nurturing myself as a frustrated believer in the potential of organized labor: the urgent need to focus less on electoral politics and more on strikes and new organizing; the pressing importance of building union power in entirely new industries like tech; and most of all, the will to fight, and fight, and fight. “People think there’s only a limited amount of power that you have, and if you exert some power, you’re not gonna have enough for the next fight. That’s just not how it works!” she told me, smacking her hand on the metal table. “Every time workers really grab their power and take action, it encourages the next group of workers to have that power and act more. Power expands, it doesn’t contract.”


I had wanted to pair my interview of Nelson with an interview of Liz Shuler, the then-secretary-treasurer of the AFL-CIO who was being groomed as the insider choice to succeed Richard Trumka as president. It would be a May Day package presenting what looked like the two likely candidates for leadership of the union world. Nelson quickly agreed and trekked to my office; the AFL-CIO’s communications person denied my request to talk to Shuler, deriding the story’s angle as “speculative.” The piece ended up focusing solely on Nelson, who was riding a wave of media coverage that has never stopped since.


It is impossible to separate Sara Nelson’s rise to prominence from her preternatural understanding of the importance of the media. She is the rare public figure who combines a deliberate strategic appreciation for the power of media coverage as a tool with the genuine desire to speak her mind. This combination manifests itself as her simply saying yes to everything. She will wake up early on a weekend or stay up late on a work night to do a one-minute cable news hit, and she will get on the phone with every reporter from an obscure website who wants to talk, and she will do preposterously long interviews with podcasters who have very few listeners. She hates to say no to anyone who asks for her time. In a single day, she might talk to airline industry reporters, political reporters, labor reporters, and TV hosts. (Even when appearing on TV to discuss straightforward aviation issues like unruly passengers, she poses in front of a bookcase festooned with union signs and left-wing labor history books.) Her determination to say yes to interviews and her particular career path has given her footholds in an unlikely assortment of worlds. She is almost certainly the only regular CNBC guest who has given a keynote speech to the Democratic Socialists of America convention.


Anyone so willing to accommodate the press triggers a natural and instinctive suspicion. Donald Trump, Anthony Scaramucci, and a long line of other grifters before them have used the tactic of being the world’s easiest person for reporters to get on the phone to fuel their disastrous rises to power. Unlike them, though, Nelson’s relentless drive to raise her voice in the public conversation is driven by a bona fide compulsion to change the world. It is the kind of emotionally rooted motivation that can get someone branded as a rube in Washington, DC. Her pairing of that emotional drive with a keen understanding of real-world hardball tactics is what sets her apart. She’s as neck-deep in material battles as any union leader in the country. And she’s better at talking about it than anyone else.
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WHEN SHE TURNED THIRTEEN, SARA NELSON GOT A NEWSPAPER ROUTE IN her hometown of Corvallis, Oregon. Every single morning, 365 days a year, she would roll up the papers and stuff them into plastic bags and set out on her bike, tossing them at front steps, making it a game and awarding herself points based on how perfectly placed the paper was. For her first six months or so, she was delivering to a lower-income neighborhood of apartment buildings on the edge of town. Part of her job was collecting the money. She hated it. When the subscribers would make excuses—come back later, I lost my checkbook—she would often just let them slide. She had the sense they couldn’t afford it, and it made her feel bad to press them on it. She ended up working several months for free, collecting just enough money to pay the newspaper for the copies that they fronted her.


Later, she landed a more desirable route closer to her own neighborhood, and kept on delivering papers until she graduated from high school. She never did get paid for those early months.


When Nelson was born in 1973, Corvallis was an idyllic small-but-not-too-small town, nestled in the Willamette Valley an hour from the Pacific coast. Oregon State University makes it a college town, but in Nelson’s memory Corvallis was more of a farm town, surrounded by hills where her dad would take her running. From her house on Dixon Street, she could ride her bike anywhere she needed to be in ten minutes. Her elementary school was one block away from her house. Her middle school was two blocks away. And her high school was three blocks away. Kids ran from house to house playing in her neighborhood, and all the doors stayed unlocked; school field trips went to the sheep farms; her friends were in 4-H. When she snuck out of her bedroom window at night, it was to go climb a tree and read Judy Blume books by flashlight.


This unbearably wholesome upbringing was the end result of two parents who had come to Oregon by very different paths. Her mother’s side of the family came from Minnesota; her grandmother earned a master’s degree in chemistry there, but ran off to the wild west of Oregon with her grandfather, Charles, in the wake of the Great Depression. They lived for a time in a tiny house with an outhouse, a far cry from Minnesota’s respectable society. Charles had tuberculosis as a child. He lived in Bend, and his parents traveled up and down the West Coast seeking help for his condition. A doctor in Los Angeles told them they should accept that Charles would die. Instead, they took him to a Christian Scientist practitioner in Portland. In a week, he was healed and regained his ability to walk. Thereafter the family became devout Christian Scientists. Sara’s mother, Carol, grew up with the religion—leavened by Charles’s irrepressible pioneering spirit, constantly out for adventure. In winter, he liked to charge up hills fast in a car with no tire chains, yelling, “Hang on to your left ear!”


Sara’s father, Don, had a harder life. He grew up in Los Angeles. His father died when he was eighteen, and Don, the oldest child, had to grow up fast. He was drafted into the army, but narrowly escaped being sent to Vietnam when—according to family lore—an officer who noticed his athletic abilities pulled him out of line at the last minute and sent him off to Alaska to train with the army’s biathlon unit, guarding against Russian invasion from the north. The job suited him perfectly, giving him a sense of purpose and catering to his love of physical activity. He also began studying Christian Science while he was in the army. After two years, he came back and reconnected with Carol, who he had been dating before his military stint. Conveniently, they had by then become religiously aligned as well.


Carol landed a teaching job in Corvallis and got pregnant with Sara shortly afterward. Don had gotten a master’s degree in physical education, hoping to teach, but there were no jobs to be found. As a new family man, he was forced to sell his beloved sporty MG, get a more staid car, and go to work in a lumber mill. He lost part of his pinky finger to that mill before he was able to land a job in the company’s sales office, away from the saw blades.


Always the athlete, Don would often run or bike the thirteen-mile round trip to work. He went to the Olympic biathlon trials one year, and didn’t make the team, but kept in touch with friends who did. He even became a judge in the 1980 Olympic biathlon at Lake Placid. Sara was brought up running with her dad’s local running club and idolizing Steve Prefontaine, the Oregon long-distance track star who died in an auto accident in 1975, leaving behind a slew of records. “Take the hill!” her dad would exhort her on their runs. “Don’t let the hill take you!”


Growing up in a family of Christian Scientists—a rarity in Corvallis—helped to imbue Nelson’s early life with its hale and innocent nature. Her parents were Republicans, though not particularly fiery ones. She did not drink or do drugs. (One foray into NoDoz pills to help her finish a school project left her throwing up all night.) She was a popular student, but refused invitations to be a cheerleader because she wanted to actually watch the games instead. When she was a senior in high school, she would use her paper route money to buy spray paint in her school’s colors, then sneak out at night, go to the rival high school across town, and paint a ceremonial rock in front of it in the colors of her own high school. Her most rebellious act of all, though, came when she and a group of friends broke into their high school at night, through the roof, to sing Broadway songs on the stage of the school auditorium.


Christian Science’s most basic beliefs are captured by an overarching “Statement of Being,” written by its founder, Mary Baker Eddy, in the late 1800s: “There is no life, truth, intelligence, nor substance in matter. All is infinite Mind and its infinite manifestation, for God is All-in-all. Spirit is immortal Truth; matter is mortal error. Spirit is the real and eternal; matter is the unreal and temporal. Spirit is God, and man is His image and likeness. Therefore man is not material; he is spiritual.” When Nelson was a child, this idea was explained to her like so: Imagine the sun, and the rays of the sun. The rays have all the qualities of the sun, but they are not the sun. They are a reflection of the sun. Likewise, we are a reflection of god.


Rather than saying “god,” Nelson was raised to always say, “Father, mother, god.” She now sees those religious teachings as one of the first things that introduced her to the tenets of feminism, albeit in a nontraditional way. Both male and female qualities, she learned, are equally important expressions of god. What some churches call the work of the devil, Christian Science simply brands as “error.” It is something wrong with the world that demands correction.


“When you see someone doing something that’s not God-like, that’s not actually them; that’s error at work. I can equate that now to, ‘that’s the union buster at work,’” Nelson says. “I think that even though my church is seen as very, very conservative, for me, I got my greatest lesson in equality. I didn’t grow up thinking that there were any hurdles for me because I was a woman.”


When high school was over, Nelson went to Principia College, a tiny Christian Science–driven school in Elsah, Illinois, about thirty miles up the Mississippi from St. Louis. The decision of where to go did not feel particularly profound to her: she chose the school because a girl she went to church with who she thought was cool went there. She also considered the process of applying to many different colleges to be a hassle on par with homework, which she didn’t like.


Principia was a socially conservative institution. Its campus was dry. Men and women lived separately, and visiting hours were enforced. If there was a member of the opposite sex in your room, you were supposed to keep a shoe wedged in the door. But for Nelson, soaked in small-town purity, it felt like what she imagined college should be. She did not miss the booze-soaked frat parties (though she admits to leading some streaking episodes on campus). It is hard to disbelieve her when she recalls, “I was high on life!”


If you get Sara Nelson talking about anything for any meaningful length of time, it is likely that she will tear up at least once. This happens most frequently when she is relating a story about someone else’s pain, or an injustice that persists in the world. It happens in press interviews, on TV, and when she gives speeches. It happens just as often in private conversations. It is a sort of automatic reaction to her own heartstrings being plucked by a memory. This sentimental tic could be a potent weapon if deployed for cynical purposes. In her case, though, it is a real involuntary response. As such, it is a good gauge for which experiences truly moved her the most. She doesn’t pick and choose the moments to cry, so much as they pick her.


She became an English and education major at Principia, planning to be a teacher like her mom. As part of one of her classes, a professor took groups of students to St. Louis to have dinner with Black families and hear about their lives and experiences of racism firsthand. At one of these dinners, a Black teenage girl told a story of being accused of stealing from The Limited—a clothing store where Nelson shopped regularly—and being humiliated by having her bags searched in front of everyone. Listening to this tale was a pivotal experience for innocent young Sara from Corvallis.


“That particular story pushed it all together for me. I remember just having a real, all night cry, realizing that other people had not had this idyllic childhood growing up,” she says. She cries now, almost thirty years later, remembering it. “I was so injured by that. And so angry. And disgusted.”


It seems unimaginable, looking back after everything that came later, that Sara Nelson was once so naive about America’s sins. A long process of awakening had begun. She graduated from college and moved to St. Louis. It was early in the cold winter of 1996. Her student loan payments were soaking up her meager income, and her diet for a while shrank to bread and butter and apples filched from hotel lobbies. She was juggling four jobs. The best of those was waitressing at California Pizza Kitchen, a gig she landed after walking in and announcing to the manager that she was going to work for them, and then returning several days in a row with the same message until she was finally hired.


Nelson was broke. She couldn’t afford to travel to see her great aunt, who was sick, or her younger brother, who was a senior in high school. She was planning to get a full-time teaching job, but had no idea how she was going to afford to buy the various things she would need to set up her classroom and make it presentable. On a snowy, miserable day in February, her friend Chloe called her from Miami Beach—where she was sitting with her feet in the sand—to gloat.


Chloe was a flight attendant. The more she described the job to Nelson, the better it sounded: a pension, a higher salary than she would make as a teacher, and all that travel. It held a powerful allure on a gray and freezing Missouri afternoon. The next day, since she didn’t have a shift at the restaurant, Nelson got in her car and drove to Chicago, where United was holding a “cattle call” for potential flight attendants. They called her back for a second interview, and then again for a physical. By the end of August, she was in training as a flight attendant, setting her life on a much different path than she planned.


United assigned her to Boston. Nelson and six other new flight attendants from her training class rented a three-bedroom apartment in the North End, on two floors connected by a ladder that went through a hole in the floor because the landlord refused to install a staircase. Three weeks after she started, she was getting anxious. She hadn’t received her first paycheck yet. Rent would be due soon. Her bank account had dwindled to twelve dollars. She tried to gorge herself on airplane food and went on dates just to get free dinners. Days later, she was forced to tip a driver with her last quarter. Now she was really broke. There was no food in the apartment. The next morning, she sat in the jump seat on a round-trip flight to Chicago just so she could eat two airline meals.


When she got back to Boston, her check still had not hit her bank account. She went into the United office and demanded help. They blew her off—be patient, it’s coming, you’re still on probation. The feeling of being treated as nothing more than a number descended upon her. This was her breaking point. How would she pay her rent? Her student loans? How would she even buy a sandwich?


Right then, someone tapped her on the shoulder. It was a flight attendant she had never met before, holding a checkbook. “How do you spell your name?” the woman asked her. Then she handed her a check for $800. “Take care of yourself,” she said. “And call our union.”


This incident is one that Nelson has recounted in dozens of speeches, choking up almost every time. She had thought little about the union until that moment. The main thing she knew about the union, in fact, was that they had chartered a sightseeing bus to drive all the new hires around Boston when they first got to town, which was fun. After she had her first check in hand, the Association of Flight Attendants local asked her if she wanted to get involved. She began giving union presentations to new hires while she was still working on her probation period at United. At the same time, contract negotiations were heating up. As soon as Nelson left her exit interview to get off probation and become a full-time flight attendant, she went directly to the picket line to lead chants.


Though she did not fully grasp it then, her life had gained a new animating cause. It didn’t take long for her to morph into a type familiar in all unions: the super-involved true believer. She became communications chair of the Boston local. She began attending every meeting and agitated against a controversial new contract that eventually got approved. “People kept giving me jobs,” she says, “hoping it would shut me up.” It didn’t work. Nelson became the national strike chair when AFA was taking a strike authorization vote pegged to a potential United–US Airways merger in 2000. Her work with the union grew.


Late at night on September 10, 2001, Nelson took a flight into Chicago from the West Coast. There was a Hilton hotel at the airport where she knew the staff, and they let her go down and sleep on a massage table in the fitness center for a few hours, so she didn’t have to spring for a room. Early in the morning, someone shook her awake and told her that they thought she would want to know that a plane had hit the World Trade Center. She clicked on the television in the fitness center and watched a nightmare unfold.


United Flight 175 was a Boston-to-LA flight that Nelson worked regularly. That morning, it was hijacked and struck the south tower of the World Trade Center at 9:03 a.m. Nelson rushed into the union office and started to help checking crew lists and updating hotline messages for members. Information was spotty. Eventually, there was a briefing that confirmed that the plane had, in fact, been United 175. Nelson felt herself start to fade out, to drop down. She had a very clear vision of a young woman with blonde hair and blue eyes cocking her head to the side and saying, “We’re okay, Sara. We’re all okay.” The woman was her friend Amy King, a flight attendant who had died on United 175 along with her boyfriend and fellow flight attendant, Michael Tarrou. In the hectic early hours, before it was fully established who was on board, Nelson thought (mistakenly, as it turned out) that her friend Chloe—the one who had lured her into the job in the first place—might have died on the flight as well.


Beyond the human toll, the 2001 terrorist attacks were devastating for the airline industry and, by extension, its unions. United struggled mightily in the year after 9/11, losing billions of dollars and laying off nearly twenty thousand employees. One in five United AFA flight attendants were furloughed, including half of those based in Boston, where many workers had less seniority. In December 2002, days after the federal government decided not to guarantee a $2 billion loan the airline was seeking to stay alive, United filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy. Its operations continued, but creditors circled, and everything its unions had won over the course of decades now had the potential to be lost.


This was the environment in which Sara Nelson took her first full-time union job. She was elected as the AFA’s national communication chairperson for the United chapter, and she found herself plunged directly into this atmosphere of crisis in July 2002. “I remember during that time that there was a big sign on our union door that said, ‘Never forget,’” she says. “I remember thinking, ‘Who the fuck is ever gonna forget this?’”


Life was frenetic. During the three-year-long bankruptcy battle with United, Nelson routinely worked eighteen-hour days, collapsing at night to watch and rewatch a box set of Friends, her only entertainment at home. Flight attendants took massive cuts to their salaries and health care and waged enormous battles to try to protect the last vestiges of their pensions and health care for retirees. There were lessons in those years. At one point, AFA bought a series of newspaper ads in major papers across the country, including USA Today, to enlist the public in the campaign to save their retirees’ benefits. Those ads elicited a single email from the public in support. At the same time, a tiny, ragtag group of retired flight attendants picketing in front of O’Hare International Airport earned a front-page story. The power was not in being able to outspend the corporations, but rather in having people who cared enough about something to do it for free.


“We fought them on everything. On absolutely everything,” Nelson says. That was the biggest lesson of all. When she gives speeches to labor groups today, she always tells them that power is not a limited resource—that using power builds power. It is something to be exercised, not conserved. It is better to fight and get your ass kicked, she learned during those endless bankruptcy days, than not to fight at all. That single insight made her a radical.


The next decade brought an endless parade of opportunities to wage more fights against more airlines. In April 2010, Nelson was elected international vice president of the AFA. Four years later, she was elected as the union’s president. Now she had a seat at the big table.
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OFFICIALLY, THE AFL-CIO IS AMERICA’S LARGEST ORGANIZED LABOR group, a coalition of sixty unions representing nearly thirteen million members. Unofficially, the AFL-CIO is the Grey Gardens of the labor movement, a once-grand mansion whose owners sometimes seem to carry on oblivious to their crumbling surroundings. People employed at the grassroots level of unions often scoff and dismiss the AFL-CIO as a remote, out of touch, meaningless bureaucracy, far removed from the actual work of organizing workers. Its history is marked by racism, self-destructive red-baiting, and an elitist streak that undermined the real potential for a truly unified labor movement spanning all classes of workers in the twentieth century. Today, its primary function is as a mediocre in-house lobbying firm and traffic cop for America’s unions. By any reasonable analysis, it has for the past fifty years failed to accomplish its most important goal: building (or even maintaining) power for the working class.


The people most attracted to the proposition of working at or leading the AFL-CIO, therefore, tend to be either visionaries or rote bureaucrats. It is an organization that subsists on dues money from its member unions, but which lacks any real mechanism for telling those unions what to do; it is a house divided, and many of those in the house like that just fine. There is a scene in Goodfellas where Ray Liotta explains in a voiceover the simple nature of the Mafia: “That’s all it is—they’re like the police department for wise guys.” This is the same thing that many union leaders want the AFL-CIO to be: a voluntary association that adjudicates jurisdictional disputes among unions, puts in a word with the right politicians, and otherwise leaves everyone alone. This attitude—which prevails among the more conservative building trade unions and, if we’re being honest, also prevails among the majority of other unions—is what creates the overwhelming sense of inertia that seems to grip everything that the AFL-CIO does. Despite its millions of notional members, it is functionally controlled by a small handful of leaders of major unions. And they don’t want it to do anything that would step on their toes.


This state of play is enough to cause many in the radical wing of labor to write off the AFL-CIO entirely. But it is possible, also, to look at this crumbling mansion and imagine what it could be. If there is to be a labor movement in America, it must have a center. The AFL-CIO, like it or not, is that center. To give up on it completely is to forswear the umbrella organization that most of the nation’s union members belong to. In this sense, debates over the AFL-CIO resemble the broader political left’s constant hand-wringing over the Democratic Party: sure, it is a hopelessly sprawling group of natural enemies riven by factionalism and prone to sickening compromise with villains… but it is the army we have, and the people on the other side want to destroy us. Any labor movement big and strong enough to compete with the power of modern corporations, which is what progressives and socialists and anyone with a valid reading of American capitalism wants, will necessarily have some central organization through which broad national decisions can be coordinated. If you wiped the AFL-CIO off the map due to its shortcomings, you would just have to rebuild it.


Indeed, that has been tried. Twice in the past century there have been major splits in the union world prompted by the collective disgust of those who wanted to organize the masses with the collective disinterest of the existing union power structure to do that. The first came in 1935, when John Lewis, the crusading head of the United Mine Workers, took all the unions that wanted to do large-scale industrial organizing and formed the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). They split bitterly from the American Federation of Labor (AFL) in 1937 and lasted until 1954 before they reunited again into today’s AFL-CIO after years of cutthroat competition, personal rivalries, and mutual distaste for one another’s philosophies.


The second time was in 2005, when a coalition of big unions including the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) and the Teamsters, frustrated with the AFL-CIO’s failure to support organizing, broke off to form a rival federation called Change to Win. To keep this story brief, it didn’t work. By 2009, Change to Win unions started trickling back into the AFL-CIO; the new federation was unable to effectively organize on a large scale, though there were some valiant attempts. Today, Change to Win as a brand name no longer exists. The Teamsters and SEIU still have not bothered to rejoin the AFL-CIO, secure in their belief that to do so would be a waste of time and dues money.


There has basically been one single dispute running through the entire history of the American labor movement. On one side are the people who believe that the most urgent task is to organize everyone who doesn’t have a union, because unions are the only tool that can maintain the critical balance of power between labor and capital. On the other side are the people who already have unions, and who believe that the important thing is to protect what they have. Organizing millions of unorganized workers seems to them to be at best a pleasantly idealistic, faraway goal, and at worst a fundamental threat to the style of power that they have cultivated—power that comes from organizing key pockets of skilled labor rather than from organizing everyone. This dispute is sometimes referred to as “industrial unionism” versus “craft unionism,” but it is really the divide between those who feel a moral responsibility to help all workers and those who don’t. There is nothing wrong with organizing highly skilled workers into their own unions, as long as you also have a plan to organize everyone else as well. The second part of that equation, in practice, usually gets left out.


When Nelson became AFA president in 2014, her attention was still firmly focused on the aviation industry. Her union was dealing with the merger of American and US Airways, a muddled mix of several different unions representing different parts of the workforce, all of which the companies wanted to pit against one another. Sitting at bargaining tables during corporate mega-mergers, though, began hammering home to her that the problems her members faced were bigger than any single union, no matter how energetic, could solve. “Here I was thinking I was going to build power by bringing all these flight attendants into one union,” she says. “But immediately what I was seeing was big, systemic problems in capitalism. And that the only way that we were going to fight back on those things was if we built a strong labor movement.”


In 2013, the AFL-CIO had elected Richard Trumka as its president for his second term. Trumka, a mustachioed teddy bear of a man who nonetheless had an appetite for combat, had become the head of the United Mine Workers in 1982, when he was in his early thirties and had the reputation of a reformer. He was elevated to the number two job at the AFL-CIO in 1995, on the ticket of President John Sweeney, who came in with genuine—but ultimately unsuccessful—plans to reinvigorate new union organizing. Trumka succeeded Sweeney as president in 2009. He was reelected on a ticket meant to evoke the diversity of the labor movement. His second-in-command was Secretary-Treasurer Liz Shuler, an Oregon native who had spent her entire working career as a union staffer at the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, where her father was a member. Filling out the ticket in the executive vice president spot was Tefere Gebre, a native of Ethiopia who had come to America as a refugee at the age of fifteen and had previously been the head of the Orange County Labor Federation in California.


Despite its progressive appearance, this group of AFL leaders was unable to make any substantive gains for the labor movement. For the next four years, union density—the percentage of American workers who are union members—continued its inexorable slide, ticking down from 11.3 percent in 2013 to 10.7 percent in 2017. The Obama administration never ended up passing any transformative pro-union legislation. In 2016, Trump was elected despite the AFL’s big spending on Democrats. Nelson had joined the AFL’s fifty-five-member executive council, which functions as the federation’s board. She began meeting leaders of other unions and started advocating for some of their issues, like the long struggle to rescue the pensions of coal miners. As the AFL’s 2017 convention approached, a handful of other union leaders who had taken notice of her fire privately urged her to run for AFL president.


She didn’t take the idea very seriously at the time. But a few days before the convention was scheduled to begin in St. Louis, Richard Trumka called and invited her out to dinner for the first time ever. At the end of a banal evening, he said to Nelson something along the lines of: “You know, if someone has an issue with me, I prefer if they just come out and say it to me straight.” She agreed, “Absolutely! Me too!” She didn’t understand the context of what he said, until she got to St. Louis and a reporter told her that there was an (untrue) rumor that she was thinking about waging a fight for the presidency from the floor of the convention.


What Nelson remembers most from that dinner with Trumka, though, was his answer to one particular question. He had been telling her how much he’d loved being president of the United Mine Workers after growing up in a family of coal miners. “So what do you love about being president of the AFL-CIO?” Nelson asked him.


“Nothing,” Trumka replied. Leading an unwieldy collection of affiliates, he said, was far less fulfilling than just running a union. Later that week, Trumka, along with Shuler and Gebre, was reelected to lead the AFL-CIO for four more years.


As time went on, Nelson’s profile slowly began to grow in the wider world of organized labor. When the government shutdown began on December 22, 2018, she plunged into the work of pulling together the aviation industry—unions and companies alike—to help end it. On January 10, 2019, the AFA, along with unions representing airline pilots and air traffic controllers, held a rally outside the US Capitol, raising dire warnings about the deterioration of aviation safety standards. On the same day, the American Federation of Government Employees (AFGE) held its own rally outside of the AFL-CIO’s headquarters near the White House, with federal employees decrying the fact that nobody was being paid.


Publicly, the line on these overlapping rallies was that “labor is everywhere.” But privately, Nelson found the episode embarrassing—neither the AFL-CIO nor anyone else was coordinating the actions of all the disparate unions alarmed by the shutdown. The chaotic, disorganized nature of the crisis response got her thinking more about all the things that the AFL should be doing, but wasn’t. Ten days later, she gave the “general strike” speech that vaulted her into mainstream public conversation. Within weeks, she was perhaps America’s most-quoted labor leader. That title is less impressive than it might sound because few American labor leaders were considered relevant enough to be quoted very much in the national press.


As with all political positions, there is a chicken-and-egg quality to becoming a candidate to lead the labor movement: you become a legitimate candidate by having people believe you’re a legitimate candidate. Impression and curiosity fuel reality, and vice versa. For the rest of 2019, people whispered about the possibility of Nelson running for president of the AFL-CIO; she coyly declined to come out and say that she was considering it, but she also never quite denied it. Thus, it became conventional wisdom that the 2021 AFL-CIO presidential election would be a race between her and Liz Shuler. Richard Trumka, it was assumed, was going to resign when his term was up, and Shuler was perceived as his handpicked successor. Not a single element of this entire supposition was known for sure, or confirmed by the principals publicly, but it was more or less taken as a given within the union world.


Then a few things happened. The Covid pandemic hit. The 2021 AFL-CIO convention was postponed until 2022 so that it could be held in person, which extended Trumka’s term for another year. On August 4, 2021, I went to a rally in rural Brookwood, Alabama, for the 1,100 United Mine Workers members at Warrior Met Coal, who had by then been on strike for more than five months. It was one of the toughest and most high-profile strikes in the country during a strike-laden year, and union leaders from around the country, including Sara Nelson, had shown up to speak. Thousands of UMWA members had ridden buses from far-flung states to be there. But Richard Trumka only appeared via video with a recorded message of support. I remember thinking that was seriously disappointing, considering the fact that the UMWA had been Trumka’s own union. The next day, news broke that Trumka had died of a heart attack the previous night while on a camping trip with his family. He was seventy-two.


Liz Shuler was elevated to the AFL-CIO presidency, at least until the convention happened in 2022. Sara Nelson’s health problems dragged on for the next six months, through two major surgeries. That, along with the pandemic wiping out virtually all in-person meetings, laid waste to her plans to campaign and network and build support both inside and outside the federation to position her for a possible run for the presidency. Hers were just another set of plans that the pandemic years made a mockery of.


Nelson, though, is animated by an internal energy that sometimes seems too strong for her to consciously control. She could not stop thinking about the gap between where the labor movement could be and where it actually was. In 2021, unions’ public approval rating hit its highest point in more than fifty years—68 percent—yet less than 7 percent of workers in the private sector actually had unions. The seeming inability of the nation’s largest labor organization to do anything to quench the public thirst for unions was maddening. Major unions largely failed to reap the benefits of the outpouring of money and activism on the left after Trump was elected in 2016. There was no effective mechanism for channeling the burst of mainstream political panic into the cause of labor. And even while the pandemic radicalized a new generation of working people, who were hungry for protections on the job, union density continued to fall. Everyone said that we must be entering a bright new day for union organizing, but nobody at the top had a plausible plan to make that happen. There were speeches, but no strategy. That an opportunity for big things existed was beyond question. But no one inside the AFL-CIO appeared to be prepared to take advantage of a moment that could, at any time, begin slipping away.


Between the time that the AFL was founded in 1886 and when it merged with the CIO in 1955, it routinely issued “direct charters” to small local unions—twenty thousand in total, according to the historian Dorothy Sue Cobble—as a way to immediately connect new unions with the backing of the national federation. These charters were a quick and easy way of spreading union organizing nationwide, and of drawing the newly organized back into a central organization. Nelson dreamed of reviving this strategy, throwing open the resources of the AFL-CIO as a way to spark large-scale organizing once again. She envisioned a team of organizers, attorneys, and communications based at the AFL-CIO itself to serve as a base to help the countless workers whose aspirations to organize die on the vine because they don’t have access to existing unions. These ideas had danced in her mind for years as crises came and went, chances arose and winked out, and the biggest union organization in America seemed to remain perpetually afloat in its own cultural isolation tank.


“This labor movement has become sort of enamored with its own irrelevance,” she said. “When you’re irrelevant, people don’t ask questions of you. What you’re doing. You don’t have to answer to anyone. You don’t have to show your work. It can become very comfortable. It can become a little world where you have some control.”


The gray days of February 2022 faded into March. The AFL-CIO convention was three and a half months away. And Sara Nelson was still not sure what she was going to do.
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