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Several years ago, I ran an organizing campaign at a small nursing home in Curwensville, Pennsylvania. The management consultant who planned the other side's strategy crawled out from under his rock for the counting of the ballots; it was the first time he had been publicly seen. He introduced himself and I replied, "So you're the unionbuster they hired to stop us." He turned on me and hissed furiously, "I am not a unionbuster!"


Martin Levitt had no such scruples: In fact, he calls his book Confessions of a Union Buster. It covers a sleazy career in what he describes as "a dirty business."

      Levitt was ambitious, greedy and had miles of chutzpah—his wife thought that he could do as well selling "luxury cars or real estate." The book takes him from his youth in Cleveland through two decades of travels back and forth across the country, destroying workers and their union drives. Anyplace a union appeared, Levitt followed. Blue collar, white collar, pink collar—as long as the boss had money, Marty Levitt was willing. He set up campaigns in all industries: manufacturing, service, restaurants, health care. He conducted seminars, he made movies and wrote scripts and even worked briefly as a union organizer before falling back into his normally crummy ways.

      Levitt offers exciting, if depressing, descriptions of these campaigns. He has a flair for narrative, giving juicy and vulgar descriptions of the people that he meets and manipulates--the

employers, the supervisors, the workers. He describes, for example, dressing up a plant manager as E.T. to parade through a dismal paint factory, begging for votes.  At World Airways, he

allows a supervisor to streak naked through the airport in exchange for anti-union votes. Who could make this stuff up?

      Confessions provides a detailed guide to Levitt's insidious techniques: how to sniff out a lead, how to massage the boss, how to instill fear and hatred in supervisors, how to wheel and deal with the workers, when to give a speech, when to send a letter and, most important, when to lie. It is a how-to manual, mean and meticulous, showing how he tried to humanize briefly various employers so that they could credibly beg their workers for "another chance." The authors also return to interview people whom Levitt had opposed over the years--union organizers, workers, managers--seeing what happened to them as a result of Levitt's actions.

      Levitt spends more than 60 pages on a narrative of a nursing home campaign in Sebring, Ohio: the setup, the campaign itself and, after the union wins a vote, another year of stalling

and surface bargaining until he can promote a decertification effort. Levitt developed astonishing insight into workers, their ambitions and vulnerabilities, and his book is a cynical explanation

of how he manipulated them for his personal profit.

      In the end, it all falls apart for Levitt. His personal life is a wreck, he passes through alcohol rehab at least four times and he is consumed with remorse for what he has done, tormented at

night by visions of faceless, gray men, thousands of them, whom he has screwed along the way--"twenty years' worth of victims."


Writing the book is one element of repentance, part of a new career as a consultant to unions on organizing: an anti-unionbuster, so to speak. Levitt has become a double agent in the

war between American workers and their employers, the slimeball who came in from the cold.

      Confessions of a Union Buster should be read by anyone who works for a living, not just by organizers or people involved in organizing campaigns. It raises questions about justice and

power in the workplace that are ignored in most current public debate, which focuses instead on so-called social issues. In an important way, the book is also a guide to labor relations and realties in the 1990s and beyond, a welcome antidote to the flatulence seeping out of Washington about empowering workers without unions. Let Marty Levitt write the epitaph for such illusions:

      [The] objective was not to empower the employee, as I pretended, but to shut him up. Let him talk, sure, and let       him feel he's being heard--in fact, actually listen to him       when it suits you....Give the workers just enough rope so       that they believe they are off the leash, just enough to fool       them into scorning the union. The golden rule of management control, as I taught it, was Incorporate dissent.... If       you can convince the activists that they'll accomplish

            more...without a union, why, you've won the war.

Bill Barry is a union organizer in Baltimore.
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