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Why is union democracy important? For four key reasons. First, unions have always identified their role, at least in part, as instruments for a more democratic order in industry and society. But how can they act as a channel of industrial democracy if they are not themselves democratic? Second, unions’ legitimacy as social actors rests in large measure on their claims to representativeness, but without internal democracy, such claims are tendentious. Third, unions are vehicles of solidarity, calling on their members and supporters to identify with broader class interests rather than merely pursuing short-term individual or parochial advantage. And fourth, unions require not just their members’ ‘willingness to pay’ but also their ‘willingness to act’ (Offe and Wiesenthal 1985), and this they are far more likely to demonstrate if they see themselves as having helped shaped the union’s programme.


A century ago, in their classic analysis of trade union functions, Sidney and Beatrice Webb (1897) saw unions' central purpose as establishing a 'common rule' governing the employment conditions of all members of each employee group. Mass labour movements often embraced this principle in a form more rigid than the Webbs themselves envisaged: collective regulation in industrial relations commonly showed considerable resemblance to Durkheim's concept of mechanical solidarity. This was problematic in three key respects.


First, it presupposed a standardisation of regulation: a 'one-size-fits-all' model of employment conditions. Paradoxically, there was often an elective affinity between trade union rule-making and the standardisation imposed on workers by 'Fordist' employers. While employers insisted that workers were 'not paid to think', unions were suspicious of the notion that individual workers should exercise choice over their employment conditions. 


Second, to some extent as a corollary, mass trade unionism was normally based on a hierarchical structure of control which mirrored that of the employer, with a centralised determination of policy and insistence on disciplined observance of authoritative decisions. Such a model of solidarity could be justified in terms of the needs of an effective fighting organisation; and more prosaically, from the Webbs onwards it has been common to argue that what they dismissed as 'primitive democracy' is incompatible with administrative efficiency and negotiating expertise: like business organisations, unions themselves should embrace the principle of scientific management. This may have worked in the past, but is inappropriate for a more individually assertive constituency of actual or potential members.


Third, the solidarity of interest representation has always been selective. In most countries and at most times, there have often been strong pressures to avoid questions which may prove internally controversial and to highlight those on which unions can deliver results through negotiation with employers or with governments. Commonly this has reinforced unions' role as bureaucratic bargaining agents at the expense of their potential as social movements.


In my view, mechanical solidarity is an idea and an orientation whose time has passed. It has locked trade unions in many countries into a language and a mode of action which no longer attract and in many cases repel those whose interests unions wish to represent. This has in turn resulted in the widespread perception of unions as a ‘vested interest’ rather than a ‘sword of justice’ (Flanders 1970). There is an urgent need for new understandings of solidarity based on new conceptions of union democracy.


Union membership is almost universally in decline: the main cross-national difference is in the speed, not the fact of this decline. In the main, the composition of union membership reflects the labour force of half a century ago: predominantly male, heavily weighted towards manual workers in 'old' industries or in a shrinking public sector, working full-time on a 'normal' employment contract. It is also an ageing group: in most countries, the median age of a union member is well over 40, in some cases over 50. By the year 2020, in other words, the majority of today's trade unionists will have retired. 


In many respects, the malaise afflicting labour movements in much of the world today stems from the exhaustion of their old model of collectivism. In its traditional form, 'solidarity' was a slogan which easily matched a conception of a working class which was not recognised as differentiated by gender, skill, ethnicity or other significant characteristics. How do we understand the idea of solidarity if the old notion of an undifferentiated proletariat is abandoned? One answer is to attempt to impose the ‘common rule’ bureaucratically from above, to denounce as class enemies those who subversively attempt to define their own distinctive agenda. Another is to make solidarity a form of ritualised profession largely detached from day-to-day trade union practice. This is almost certainly the case with most expressions of trade union internationalism. Over a century ago, Australian dock workers subscribed the equivalent of several days’ pay to support their striking colleagues in London, who a year later responded with similarly impressive sums when the Australians were in dispute (Waterman 1998: 81). Today, such solidarity is scarcely imaginable: internationalism is largely the preserve of the professional labour diplomat. The lack of articulation between bureaucratic, institutionalised solidarity and a collective sense of mutuality is one reason why bodies such as the ICFTU and the ETUC pack so limited a punch.


Is there an alternative? It is possible to suggest an answer, both policy-oriented and organisational. The starting point must be that solidarity involves the perception of commonalities which extend, but do not abolish, consciousness of distinct and particularistic interests. Workers' organisations themselves acquire cohesion and effectiveness by shaping the ways in which members and supporters identify their own circumstances and frame their own grievances and aspirations. This process can be double-edged. Most labour movements in the nineteenth and twentieth century expressed as general interests of the working class what were often the specific interests of its strongest sections. To cling to former models of solidarity means increasingly to suppress the more differentiated concerns of women workers, members of minority ethnic groups, those with marginal occupational status, new entrants to an increasingly unfriendly labour market, and so on. 


A solidarity which can appeal to those outside the traditional ranks of trade unionism must accommodate, indeed welcome diversity. Hence it is more appropriate to speak of solidarities in the plural rather than in the singular. Solidarities must be multi-faceted, first because the labour market circumstances of different groups of workers are varied (and in some respects in competition); second because extra-work identities (which nevertheless affect how employees regard themselves as workers) are increasingly differentiated. Regulation of employment must be flexible, not uniform; common action must be the outcome of debate and discussion, not hierarchically imposed; and the suppressed alternatives of traditional collective action must be rediscovered.


A concrete example will be helpful. For more than a decade, the world of work has been permeated by risk and insecurity. The demand by employers – and increasingly, governments – for 'flexibility' means reversing many of the gains won by labour movements over more than a century, which ensured that workers could not be treated simply as disposable commodities. There can be no doubt that, among workers, this is a source of disorientation and resentment (though the outcome can often be to find scapegoats among even more vulnerable sections of the community). Yet the discourse of flexibility also connects with the attractions of individual autonomy and choice. Can trade unions bridge the borderland between insecurity and autonomy?


This raises difficult issues. It is right to be suspicious of the idea of 'soft law' (or the more recent analogue, the 'open method of coordination'), a notion which has become central to Eurospeak: its implication is a process of regulation which does not genuinely regulate. But consider some specific questions for contemporary trade unionism. For example, should overtime working be prohibited altogether; rewarded by extra payments; or compensated by time off at the individual's own discretion? Some recent agreements in Denmark seem to have confronted the fact that union members have differing preferences by offering a menu of options. Should part-time employment be resisted (until recently the reflex union response in most of Europe), or should there be scope for variable hours of work – if employees themselves can agree or refuse, and can obtain the same employment rights as full-time employees? If the ‘normal’ employment relationship of the twentieth century is increasingly eclipsed, and ‘atypical’ forms are increasingly typical, unions can either continue to fight battles which are probably already lost, or can mobilise for effective, flexible regulation of the current employment jungle.


The challenge for trade unions today is thus to develop forms of regulation which define a solid framework within which workers can exercise genuine choice. This means determining which rules should be primary and universal, which are secondary and discretionary. It means redefining flexibility, resisting flexibility as precariousness and vulnerability but embracing flexibility as the right to choose within an overall framework of protection. This would be an expression of a genuinely organic solidarity: a combination of universal shelter and individual opportunity.


A more fundamental rationale for new conceptions of solidarity is that the terrain of collectivism has shifted. As Richards argues (2001: 35-6), ‘labour solidarity has always been a constructed and contingent phenomenon built on local foundations. It is now more so than ever in an era of generally decentralised industrial relations, increasingly localised threats, fragmented work forces and growing corporate power.’ Yet a fragmentation of solidarity, in a context where localised workers are increasingly compelled to compete with those in other localities, is no effective solidarity at all. It may also be unsustainable even in its own terms. I tend to agree with Beck (2000: 163) that in the twenty-first century ‘there is no “natural” community of neighbours, family or nation. There are only legends about their “naturalness” (which can, of course, be extremely effective).’ Beck’s challenging hypothesis, drawing on his earlier analysis of ‘risk society’, is that ‘the risk regime also involves a hidden community-building power’: a common awareness of external threat ‘can create active solidarity among strangers’.


As Hoffmann has argued (2002: 143-4), ‘Europeanisation and globalisation are accompanied by a “crisis of national trade unionism”.... Trade unions must ask themselves whether they are willing and able to use this crisis as a chance to reform their organisations and policies, both nationally and internationally.’ But this must not entail merely a debate among a privileged elite of policy-makers. On the contrary, what is needed is a process which Offe and Wiesenthal (1985), in an analysis even more relevant today than when it was written, termed ‘dialogical’. If interests are to be conceived and redefined in ways which highlight complementarities and encourage new solidarities, the bureaucratic, hierarchical politics characteristic of much traditional trade unionism must give way to more participative, interactive processes. For unions to survive, the principles of democracy and solidarity must be redefined and reinvented; and workers on the ground must be active participants in this redefinition and reinvention. Without this, does trade unionism have a future?
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