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Seeking Energy, Unions Join Protest Against 
Wall Street
By STEVEN GREENHOUSE and CARA BUCKLEY

Stuart Appelbaum, an influential union leader in New York City, was in Tunisia last month, advising 

the fledgling labor movement there, when he received a flurry of phone calls and e-mails alerting him 

to the rumblings of something back home. Protesters united under a provocative name, Occupy Wall 

Street, were gathering in a Lower Manhattan park and raising issues long dear to organized labor. 

And gaining attention for it. 

Mr. Appelbaum recalled asking a colleague over the phone to find out who was behind Occupy Wall 

Street — a bunch of hippies or perhaps troublemakers? — and whether the movement might quickly 

fade. 

So far, at least, it has not, and on Wednesday, several prominent unions, struggling to gain traction on 

their own, made their first effort to join forces with Occupy Wall Street. Thousands of union members 

marched with the protesters from Foley Square to their encampment in nearby Zuccotti Park. 

“The labor movement needs to tap into the energy and learn from them,” Mr. Appelbaum, president of 

the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union, said. “They are reaching a lot of people and 

exciting a lot of people that the labor movement has been struggling to reach for years.” 
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In fact, the unexpected success of Occupy Wall Street in leveling criticism of corporate America has 

stirred some soul-searching among labor leaders. They have noted with envy that the new movement 

has done a far better job, not only of capturing interest, but also of attracting young people. Protests 

have spread to dozens of cities, including Boston, Chicago and Los Angeles. 

Several union leaders complained that their own protests over the past two years had received little 

attention, though they had put far more people on the streets than Occupy Wall Street has. A labor 

rally in Washington last October drew more than 100,000 people, with little news media coverage. 

Behind the scenes in recent days, union leaders have debated how to respond to Occupy Wall Street. In 

internal discussions, some voiced worries that if labor were perceived as trying to co-opt the 

movement, it might alienate the protesters and touch off a backlash. 

Others said they were wary of being embarrassed by the far-left activists in the group who have 

repeatedly denounced the United States government. 

Those concerns may be renewed after a disturbance about 8 p.m. Wednesday as the march was 

breaking up. The police said they arrested eight protesters around the intersection of Broadway and 

Wall Street, after people rushed barriers and began spilling into the street. While a couple of witnesses 

said that officers used pepper spray to clear the streets, Paul J. Browne, the Police Department’s chief 

spokesman, said that one officer “possibly” used it. Several protesters were also arrested at State and 

Bridge Streets at 9:30 p.m.; the police said one protester was charged with assault after an officer was 

knocked off his scooter. 

Despite questions about the protesters’ hostility to the authorities, many union leaders have decided to 

embrace Occupy Wall Street. On Wednesday, for example, members of the A.F.L.-C.I.O.’s executive 

council had a conference call in which they expressed unanimous support for the protest. One A.F.L.-C.

I.O. official said leaders had heard from local union members wondering why organized labor was 

absent. 
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The two movements may be markedly different, but union leaders maintain that they can help each 

other — the weakened labor movement can tap into Occupy Wall Street’s vitality, while the protesters 

can benefit from labor’s money, its millions of members and its stature. 

The labor leaders said they hoped Occupy Wall Street would serve as a counterweight to the Tea Party 

and help pressure President Obama and Congress to focus on job creation and other concerns 

important to unions. 

“This is very much a crystallizing moment,” said Denise Mitchell, the A.F.L.-C.I.O.’s communications 

director. “We have to look for sparks wherever they are. It could be an opportunity to talk about what’s 

wrong with the system and how to make it better.” 

Still, it may not be easy for organized labor to mesh with this new movement. Labor unions generally 

represent older workers, while the Occupy Wall Street protesters are younger. Unions are hierarchical, 

while the Occupy Wall Street protesters are more loosely knit and like to see themselves as highly 

democratic. 

Unions invariably have a long and specific list of demands, while Occupy Wall Street has not 

articulated formal ones. Union leaders often like the limelight, while Occupy Wall Street is largely 

leaderless. 

“Labor’s needed a way to excite younger people with their message,” Michael Kazin, a historian at 

Georgetown University, said. “And to the extent that Occupy Wall Street’s ‘99 percent versus 1 percent’ 

theme goes along with what labor has been saying for a while, it’s a natural fit.” 

“But obviously,” said Professor Kazin, who has written several books on populist and progressive 

movements, “demographically, there may be some problems here. The protests haven’t gotten much 

institutional presence, and if labor can help give them institutional presence, that can really help 

them.” 
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Several major labor groups — including the Transport Workers Union, the Service Employees 

International Union, the United Federation of Teachers and the United Auto Workers — took part in 

the march on Wednesday. Some more traditionally conservative ones, like those in the construction 

trades, stayed away. 

George White, 60, a retired union member who lives in Marine Park, Brooklyn, said it was up to the 

young protesters to champion bread-and-butter issues in the future. “Unions are on the way out,” he 

said. “These are the children of mothers and fathers who have worked hard all their lives and now can’t 

put food on the tables. These are the children who can’t pay off their loans, who have nowhere to go 

and no opportunities.” 

Julie Fry, 32, a lawyer who is a member of the union at the Legal Aid Society, said labor’s backing of 

the protest was momentous, and born out of frustration. 

“We’re so fed up and getting nowhere through the old political structures that there needs to be old-

fashioned rage in the streets,” she said. 

Before the march, protesters at the Occupy Wall Street encampment’s welcome table said that while 

the unions were welcome, they would be only one more base of support. 

“The idea that the unions will take over the crowd, that’s not going to happen,” said Jeff Smith, 41, a 

freelancer in advertising who has been on the welcome committee since the protests began. “We are 

not a group looking for a leader.” 

Others expressed frustration with the unions. Chris Cicala, 26, from Staten Island, said his father, a 

union painter, had been laid off, leaving his family without health insurance. “I don’t get where the 

unions have been for the past 10 years,” Mr. Cicala said. 

Reporting was contributed by Al Baker, Joseph Goldstein, Rob Harris and Colin Moynihan. 
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