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"The Deal is dead" 

A labor Instructor/organizer tells how unions got to 
wh.ere they are, and where we go from here 

Dan Leahy, who describes himself as "basically a kid 
from an Irish Catholic working-class family," has been ·
director of The Evergreen State College's Labor Center 
since its inception in 1985. 

In the four years of the centus existence, Leahy has 

received high marks for an innovative and creative ap­
proach to Labor's problems - as well as a reputation for 
outspokenness. For this reason and because Newspaper 
Guild members need to see the woods beyond their im­
mediatf! �es, PNNG President Emmett Murray requested 
an interview. 

The result was a two-hour taped session on June 13 
which, transcribed, came to 16 pages of single-space type. 
And that didn't include both participants' side excunions 
into history, literature, respective backgrounds, the nature 
of newspapers and publishers and personal views on a 
number of other subjects. 

A native of Seattle, Leahy, 45, went to high school at 
St. Edward's Seminary in Kenmore, where he studied for 
the Roman Catholic priesthood. Realizing secular life was 
more to his likin& he enrolled in Seattle University, 
graduating there in 1965 with majors in economics and 
philosophy. For a time he headed a labor field study for 
undergraduates at Come/I University, where he organized 
a New York statewide coalition of labor unions for fight 
for public ownership of utilities. 

He was only too successful. The private utilities 
shrieked, and the university told Leahy to "sterilize" the 
project. Instead, he and his staff of 11 resigned. 

Between jobs in subsequent yean, Leahy helped or­
ganize the nationwide Citizens Party, and in the early 
1980s became a leading acdvist in the fight against the 
Washington Public Power Supply System (WPPSS or 
"Whoops") boondoggk. which culminated in the system's 
colossm $2.25 billion default. 

The "victory" was Leahy's undoin& at least for a while. 
"It made me a hot item," he recalls, "but exposure - inter­
views, Tv, etc. - was a mistake, because I couldn't sur­
vive. Not even my friends would pick me up. I mean, who 
wants to give a job to the guy who caused a $2 billion 
debt?" 

So he took his wife an4 small son to Portugal to "cool 
off." But before leavin& he applied for a faculty opening at 
Evergreen. Within a year, he was notified he had the posi­
tion, and returned to begin teaching public-policy courses 
in 1984. The Labor Center began a year later. 

Operating with a full-time staff of two and a floating 

pool of a half-dozen part-time tanporariu and a yearly 
salary budget of $100,000 appropriated by the Legislaturr, 
the center "dim:tlt touches" about 4,000 people a yur in 
the labor jidd, Leahy estimates. The cost of running the 
center coma from fees, tuitions and contracts with labor 
unions for specific projects. 

• .Although Larry Kenney, head of the Washington Stat4
Labor Counci� serves as elected chair of the center's ad­
visory committee and the center is primarily for the educa� 
lion and training of labor unionists, it is not run by the 
AFL-ao or affiliated with it or any other labor federation. 

The interview has been somewhat condensed and 
abridged but, 1'IUH'e conveniently for the reader, broken up 
into installments. The next in.staJlment will appear in the 
August issue of the Bulletin. 

Leahy wanted it clear at the outset that "thae are my 
own personal views, not to be confused with pt'ffililing wi.f­
dom." 

PNNG: How do you account for the changes in the 
collective-bargaining climate in the past decade? 

Leahy: Basically, I think American corporations lost 
the Vietnam War. And when they lost the war they lost 
their ability, both literally and symbolically, to use 
American forces overseas for high rates of profit-taking. 
America's post-World War ll economy was based on 
military alliances and, given the strength of those allian­
ces, corporations kept open markets and made lots of 
money. 

Vietnam symbolized the end of that - literally, in 
terms of Southeast Asia; figuratively, in terms of the 
world. So they "came back" in the early 1970s and were, I 
think, the subject of public scom. They had very-low 
ratings. They had to figure out how to reorgani7,e in a 
world economy that could be no longer protected by the 
U.S. military. 

One of the thing., they did was to make a judgment 
· and go ah�d and bust unions.

PNNG: What do you mean, "bust unions"? 

Leahy: I mean take the social income away from 
working people. It means not only driving wages down 
so that profits at home can be more but also taking 
workers' social wage away. In other word.c;, the corpora­
tions lost profits abroad and decided to take them from 
people here at home. That meant unions had to be at­
tacked and their "middle-classdom" had to be attacked. 

Please tum to next me. 
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