SOCIAL UNIONISM AND MEMBERSHIP
PARTICIPATION: WHAT ROLE FOR
UNION DEMOCRACYY

Stephanie Ross

S ince the 1980s, labour movements, particularly in North America, have
been on the defensive, seeking to protect hard-won economic gains, social
entitlements, and political influence from attacks by employers and politi-
cians intent on dismantling the institutional bases of the postwar Keynesian
compromise. The juggernauts of economic globalization and neoliberal
policy have so thoroughly challenged unions’ organizational, economic, and
political effectiveness that a reexamination of their purposes, structures, and
strategies has consumed academic and activist debate for the better part of
the last 20 years. In the United States, the crisis was initially experienced and
interpreted as one of membership numbers, leading the AFL-CIO and
several of its affiliates to promote the organizing model and to reorient
union resources towards new membership recruitment as the means for
reversing declining union density and therefore reinforcing workers’
economic and political power.! In the years since, the organizing model has
been thoroughly critiqued not only for its failure to produce major and
sustainable organizing breakthroughs and to stabilize union membership
numbers, but also for its narrow definition of the crisis itself.2 As Paul
Johnson has argued, while it has finally sunk in that the US labour movement
must “organize or die,” the adoption of the organizing model has not
answered the question “Organize for what?”? In other words, the purpose
of the labour movement is also part of the crisis.

It is in this context that social unionism has been held up as a better
alternative to union renewal. According to Pradeep Kumar and Gregor

Murray, social unionism has been “the dominant union mode in Canada,”
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and remains an important motivating philosophy for many Canadian union
leaders.” Kumar and Murray define social unionism as a particular config-
uration of ideas and practices in which workers are seen as having interests
as both wage earners and citizens. Unions therefore engage in forms of
collective action that are both economic and political in nature and include
union members as well as members of the broader community, including
“working in coalition with women or community groups; engaging in polit-
ical action to change public policy or effect social economic change;
prioritizing an involvement in the community; taking specific action to
promote gender or racial equality; and promoting membership under-
standing of their union.”® In the early 1990s, research on the durability and
effectiveness of Canadian unions relative to their US counterparts pointed
to the importance of not only a more supportive legislative and social rights
framework, but also an orientation towards coalition politics, independent
electoral struggle, and membership mobilization.” The Canadian labour
movements comparative success at sustaining a broader vision of union
purpose, whose goal is the defence of working-class interests in general as
well as those of a dues-paying union membership, along with a greater
capacity to mobilize in the face of neoliberal globalization, has been credited
with preventing the kind of precipitous decline in membership and union
density experienced by US unions and has led some to embrace social
unionism as an effective union renewal strategy.®

However, I will argue that social unionism as such is not necessarily a suffi-
cient basis for a renewed labour movement capable of engaging existing
memberships and expanding its appeal to non-union workers and the broader
public. Because of the secondary role that democratization often plays in
social unionist strategies, these practices do not necessarily address one of
the main reasons for continued membership apathy and reluctance of unorga-
nized workers to join unions, which is lack of membership control over
their organizations. Most academics and activists assume that social unionism
is integrally linked to greater membership participation, but an examination
of both historical and contemporary practices shows that there is no
guarantee that unions always combine social unionist commitments with

democratic organizational practices. There are three main aspects to this
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argument. First, in many unions, social unionist commitments are still
separate from what remains the core of union activity — collective bargaining
and day-to-day servicing — and are often sacrificed when they conflict with
the membership’s sectional economic interests. Second, a commitment to
a progressive politics of broader social change has neither guaranteed more
participatory processes to carry them out nor transformed the heavy reliance
on “experts” acting in the place of the membership. Finally, even where
membership participation is emphasized in social unionist practices, that
participation is not necessarily democratic in that members are mobilized
for purposes and in conditions over which they have little control. As such,
progressive policy positions held by much of the Canadian labour movement
can substitute for a more substantial union revitalization project, which

involves democratization and the deepening of membership control.

Defining Social Unionism There is a great deal of confusion about the
definition of social unionism, and a wide variety of terms and practices are
associated with it in both labour movement documents and academic liter-
ature. In particular, “social unionism,” “social movement unionism,”
“community unionism,” and the “organizing model” are often used inter-
changeably to refer to a common set of North American union orientations
and revitalization strategies. To identify the specificity of social unionism,
I will use the social movement literature that seeks to classify and catego-
rize different types of movements. This task of clarification is complicated
both by the fact that unions adopt these terms in ways that sometimes
mischaracterize their own activity, and by the reality that there are signifi-
cant amounts of variation within each category of union practice.

In comparing and distinguishing union approaches, it is helpful to identify
a number of key axes on which they vary. The social movement literature
suggests three important such elements. First, unions develop and adopt an
ethos or “collective action frame” that provides a legitimating rationale for
the pursuit of strategic objectives. Such frames provide a sense of collective
meaning and purpose by defining workers’ interests and identities, the nature
of the problems faced, the kinds of solutions required, and the reasons why

people should involve themselves in union activity.” Second, unions take
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up a particular repertoire, a series of means or strategies for acting on its
ethical claims and pursuing common interests.!? Finally, union frames and
strategic repertoires are defined, shaped, and implemented via a variety of
“internal organizational practices” and power relations within union struc-
tures, which define who decides what and who does what. These
organizational structures and relationships involve the roles, relative impor-
tance of, and division of labour between elected leaders, appointed staff,
and member activists and general membership in both decisionmaking and
implementation.!! Actual patterns of union ideology and practice are the
complex products of historical struggle both within organizations and with
other social forces, and, rather than being ideal types, are contingent combi-
nations of collective action frames, repertoires, and internal organizational

practices.'?

Social Unionist Collective Action Frames In North America, social
unionism is first and foremost a collective action frame, providing a set of
answers to the questions of union purpose, and workers’ interests and identi-
ties different from that of its major alternative, business unionism. As Robert
Hoxie described long ago, business unionism involves a fairly narrow defin-
ition of workers’ interests, concerning the “here and now” of “higher wages,
shorter hours, and better working conditions” and whatever factors may
increase the bargaining power of the union to achieve such purposes. As
well, business unionism posits a narrow community of interest served by
the union, generally focusing exclusively on the immediate, dues-paying
membership rather than the working class more generally. Both of these are
attached to a fairly conservative interpretation of workers’ relationship to the
capitalist economy, accepting private property and the wage system but
attempting to improve the economic lot of union members within that
framework."?

In contrast, social unionism presents a broader view of both workers’
interests and unions’ role in achieving them. In addition to the immediate
economic interests of union members, social unionism also concerns itself
with the longer-term interests of workers beyond the workplace. As Kumar

and Murray point out, social unionism frames workers as also being citizens,
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and therefore with interests in public and social policies that shape the distri-
bution of rights, entitlements, and responsibilities, not to mention levels
of general economic and social equality.! Because workplace relations are
shaped by the structures of power outside of them, and because workers’
lives are lived in realms besides the workplace, they and their unions must
concern themselves with those other arenas.!®

This anti-economistic definition of workers interests has also tended to
produce anti-sectionalist definitions of the community that unions serve. As
Ian Robinson argues, both “the scope of [social unionism’s] ambitions and
sense of obligation” are more expansive, and include the desire “to change
the entire society and to advance the interests of many who are not union
members” on the basis of a “moral critique of the existing order.”!® This
explains in part why the Canadian Labour Congress includes a focus on
non-bargaining activities such as “promoting equality for women,
campaigning to ban imports made by child labour or in sweatshops, fighting
to stop racism and lobbying to increase social spending on health and educa-
tion.”" For social unionists, the labour movement is a base from which
broader social change — “a more equitable society” in the interests of the
working-class majority — is made.!® However, there is scope for variation
within the social unionist collective action frame. While social unionism
constitutes a commitment to social change beyond the workplace and beyond
the unionized working class, the nature of the social injustices being fought
(the diagnostic frame), the type of social change being pursued (the
prognostic frame), and the particular content of workers” broader interests
and identities can result in many different ideological approaches.!

Social unionism as a general ethos of union activity is not a recent inven-
tion. Rather, throughout the late 1800s and early 1900s, the exclusivity and
narrow agenda of business unionism was challenged by competing organi-
zations that promoted more expansive views of workers™ interests and
solidarities. Despite very important differences in goals, strategy, social base,
and internal practices, the Knights of Labor, the Industrial Workers of the
World, and the One Big Union all expressed elements of the social unionist
ethos insofar as they understood that all workers shared interests that were

rooted in but extended beyond the workplace, and sought to construct
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organizational forms that could express and fight effectively for this broader
vision. In the post-war period, social unionism in Canada found its strongest
roots in the industrial unions associated with the Congress of Industrial
Organizations, which emerged in the 1930s. This project of unionizing
semiskilled factory workers was about establishing collective bargaining rights
for those hitherto excluded from unionism, but also politicized workers
around a struggle for a social wage, for inclusion in political and social insti-
tutions, and for economic and social equality. The “exceptionally hostile
terrain” of organizing in 1930s United States and Canada also promoted in
the CIO forms of struggle based on a broad alliance of the working class
community, and many of their tactics, like the sit-down strike, relied upon
class-conscious community action as much as union members’ commitment.?’
In the postwar United States, social unionism was associated with Walter
Reuther of the United Auto, Aircraft, and Agricultural Implements Workers
of America (UAW) and his vision of an alliance of the organized working
class with other progressive social forces in the struggle to redistribute postwar
material gains on a mass scale.?! This orientation coloured the UAW in
Canada, who were joined by the Steelworkers, who expressed their social
unionism through their commitment to social democratic party politics.
From the 1960s onwards, the social unionist current represented by these
industrial unions was strengthened by the dramatic growth of public sector
unions. Unions like the Canadian Union of Postal Workers, the Canadian
Union of Public Employees, and the Public Service Alliance of Canada have
all become identified with the social unionist ethos, particularly given their
record on fighting for broader legislation on pay and employment equity,
maternity leave, and same-sex benefits, as well as their well-known antipri-
vatization campaigns. Paul Johnston argues that public sector unions have
a tendency towards social unionism because the satisfaction of their sectional
economic interests is inherently tied to the outcome of public policy debates
that necessarily involve other citizens (this also promotes certain repertoire
choices; more on this later).?2 However, the content of many public sector
jobs also brings many union members into regular contact with members

of the broader community, highlights the challenges faced by those they
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serve, and promotes a sense of shared interest in the quality of public services.
The massive growth of Canadian public sector unions since the 1960s and
1970s led to a “shift [in] the balance of power from international to national
unions,” from private sector to public sector unions, and from craft unions
to industrial and general unions, creating a much stronger coalition for
social unionism in the Canadian labour movement.?

So, the social unionist frame used in Canadian unions emphasizes both
unions” broader responsibility to working people more generally and to
operate on terrains outside of the workplace. Within this shared idea, one
can see reformist and radical variants, based on the depth of the critique of
capitalism or other social inequalities, the definitions of the contours of the
community of solidarity of which workers are a part, and the boundary
between that community and other social forces. Those ideological-discur-
sive variations are also evident in the particular ways in which different
unions practise social unionism, in other words, in the particular elements

of the social unionist repertoire that they adopt and deploy.

Social Unionist Repertoires Given its more expansive definition of workers’
interests and their connection to processes outside the immediate workplace,
social unionism tends to adopt a repertoire of action that goes beyond collec-
tive bargaining. While Canadian unions with this orientation cannot eschew
bargaining (due to its central role in defining a legally established union
with representation rights), they have supplemented it with a wide range
of strategies that operationalize their broader commitments. This repertoire
includes nonpartisan lobbying, union-community coalitions, extraparlia-
mentary mobilizations like demonstrations or political strikes, international
solidarity actions, community volunteerism, and charitable fundraising.
In the Canadian context, the dominant social unionist repertoire up until
the early 1990s has been social democratic electoral politics.?* In the 1940s,
the CIO in Canada (organized as the Canadian Congress of Labour) was
an important battleground on which the conflict between communism and
social democracy was played out, and by the end of that decade social democ-

rats (then partisans of the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation) occupied
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important strategic leadership and organizing positions within these unions
(such as the Steel Workers Organizing Committee).?> With this base in the
union leadership, CCF partisans such as Charles Millard of the Steelworkers
set about building an infrastructure within unions designed to facilitate
union members’ engagement in electoral politics and encouraging locals to
affiliate directly to the party. These organizational linkages were further
consolidated by the Canadian Labour Congress’s 1961 decision to partici-
pate in the formation of the CCF’s successor, the New Democratic Party.
Christopher Schenk and Elaine Bernard have argued that this political coali-
tion between organized labour and social democracy has been the expression
of Canadian unions’ social unionist impulses — by winning political reforms
that foster greater economic and social equality in general — and has encour-

aged their broader perspective even further. For them, the NDP is itself:

A political coalition that provides a structure for labor and other progressive
groups — the women’s movement, social justice groups, environmentalists,
students, the peace movement, and others — to work together... [While
Canadian unions are leery of and occasionally even hostile to the new social

movements, through the NDE, movement activists and trade unionists work

together, building the trust and experience necessary to work in coalition.?

In concrete terms, labour’s social democratic electoral strategies have
tended to involve the following: national and/or local union affiliation to
the NDP; a formal and constitutionally guaranteed role for union leaders
in the decisionmaking structures of the party; a significant amount of union
financial support for party campaigns; local political action committees
whose role is fundraising and political education among the union member-
ship, particularly at election time; donation of union activist labour to work
in electoral campaigns; and union leaders and activists occasionally running
for office under the NDP banner.”” However, like all electoralist strategies,
this approach hasn’t always resulted in any direct union involvement in the
community, or even ongoing political work with the union membership
between elections.?®

Public sector unions have tended to concentrate on a somewhat different

subset of the social unionist repertoire, and their greater prominence in the
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Canadian labour movement since the 1970s has led to a reconfiguration of
social unionism. Because many of their members were either direct govern-
ment employees or were sometimes negatively affected by the NDP’s policies
when they achieved provincial power, public sector unions’ partisan affili-
ation with the NDDP has always been somewhat more fraught.?? However,
given the more obvious interpenetration of the economic and political in
public sector negotiations, and the way that their strikes involve citizens as
recipients of services, many public sector unions turned to political mobiliza-
tion and coalition building around visions of what the state should do for
the public, as a way to build support for their vision of public services and
block state employers from mobilizing the public against them. This trend
has been further enhanced by the ongoing politicization of public sector
workers in the face of employer attacks on their wages and collective
bargaining rights, and they have reached out to the publics they serve to
form an opposition bloc against neoliberal restraint policies. We should not
underestimate the effect that “permanent exceptionalism” — the govern-
ment practice of restricting their employees’ rights to bargain and strike via
ad hoc measures and without altering the formal industrial relations frame-
work®® — has had on the consciousness and strategies of public sector
workers and their unions.

Although not exclusive to them, many public sector unions have taken
up the repertoire associated with community unionism, namely union-
community coalitions. Steven Tufts defines community unionism as “the
formation of coalitions between unions and non-labor groups in order to
achieve common goals.”! Ideally, such coalitions go beyond mere commu-
nity support for organized labour; they also entail “significant power [for
community groups] in determining the direction and organizational efforts
of the coalition.”®? Labour movement mobilization of the community was
practised in Canada long before the consolidation of postwar unionism and
the rise of public sector unions. Important struggles, such as the Knights of
Labor’s “people’s strikes,” the Winnipeg General Strike of 1919, and the
1946 Stelco strike in Hamilton, involved significant participation of commu-
nity allies, and not only in the service of organized labour’s “narrow” aims.

It might be argued that the dominance of social democratic electoralism as
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the expression of social unionism in the immediate postwar period, along
with the winning of legal rights that made union work relatively more stable
and secure, resulted in a de-emphasis on the role of coalition work and on
extraparliamentary action in general. However, union-community coalitions
have reemerged as an important expression of social unionism since the late
1970s and early 1980s, with almost 48 percent of unions surveyed indicating
that they participate in community coalitions.?® Prominent contemporary
examples of this strategy include opposition to the United States-Canada
Free Trade Agreement via the Action Canada Network, Operation Solidarity
in British Columbia, the Ontario Days of Action, mobilization around the
Quebec City Summit of the Americas protests, the Ontario Health Coalition,
the Equal Pay Coalition, and the Toronto District Labour Council’s Million
Reasons campaign to raise the minimum wage.

The flourishing of feminist and then equity activism in the unions also
played a major role in promoting the social unionist coalition repertoire, as
these groups sought allies outside an initially hostile labour movement, fought
for legislative solutions to inequality that went beyond collective bargaining,
and spoke to non-union constituencies as well. All of the central issues of the
union or working-class feminist agenda of the 1970s onwards — i.e., pay and
employment equity, maternity leave, child care, changes to human rights
codes and unemployment insurance rules — involved coalitions between
union women and feminist organizations, which allowed for gains to be
made on both the collective bargaining and legislative fronts.* Indeed, as
Jan Kainer argues, feminist coalition work is in fact the model upon which
contemporary social unionist community unionism is based, even though
this debrt is rarely acknowledged in the union renewal literature.®

In sum, social unionist collective action frames are brought to life through
specific repertoires, which can have varying implications. In the contempo-
rary Canadian context, the two primary strategic expressions of social
unionism are social democratic electoralism and community unionism, each
with very different effects on the unions themselves as well as the broader
constituencies they are meant to serve. This variation is also compounded by
the fact that both social unionist frames and strategic repertoires are decided

upon and implemented through different internal structures and politics.
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Internal Organizational Practices In terms of its internal organizational
practices, social unionism is generally — if only implicitly — counterposed
to the service model of unionism in which “expert,” full-time, elected, or
appointed leaders act on behalf of and in the place of members, in top-
down and bureaucratic union structures, and limit their engagement to
legalistic processes and the narrowly defined material interests of the member-
ship. These practices both rely upon and perpetuate a passive membership
whose sense of the union is of an insurance policy rather than a social
movement or agency for collective social change.® In these leadership-
focused unions, elected and appointed leaders are primarily responsible for
framing, repertoire choices, and implementation of union decisions. The
rise and consequences of the service model of unionism in both Canada
and the United States in the postwar period have been well documented.?”

However, the juxtaposition of social unionism and the service model is
based on a confusion of ethos and repertoire with organizational practices.
While the service model has long been attached to business unionism as a
particular constellation of union praxis, it is not exclusive to that vision of
union purpose, nor is it necessary to carry out business unionist goals via
a service model. Indeed, even though many Canadian unions have adhered
to social unionism in the postwar period, this has always been in conjunc-
tion with service model organizational practices that have also been the
dominant means by which union goals and strategies have been imple-
mented. In fact, it isn’t clear that the social unionist ethos as such can be
clearly identified with either bureaucratic or democratic internal politics
(more on this later).

That said, the rise of the organizing model in the United States is more
clearly a concrete alternative to the service model of unionism. In its 1988
organizing manual Numbers that Count, the AFL-CIO characterized the
organizing model as “involving members in solutions” rather than “trying
to help people by solving problems for them.”?® From this very general state-
ment, two faces of the organizing model have evolved: one focused on
external organizing to increase membership numbers (organizing the unorga-
nized) and the other aimed at internal organizing to regenerate membership

participation in already-existing unions (organizing the organized); two
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faces of a strategy to (re)build the union membership base, strengthen union
bargaining power, and (re)generate capacity for broader political change.’
Many (but not all) unions take up the organizing model because of a
commitment to anti-sectionalist elements of the social unionist ethos:
extending the benefits of collective bargaining, moving beyond a history of
exclusionary membership practices, and linking up workplace struggles with
those for “civil rights, immigrant rights and economic justice for non-
members.” 4

Both the external and internal variants of the organizing model also
involve what Kim Voss and Rachel Sherman call a “social movement reper-
toire” of tactics.?! For external organizing, these tactics are centred around
a “rank-and-file intensive strategy ... focussed on person-to-person contact,
house calls, and small-group meetings,” as well as membership “participa-
tion in and responsibility for the organizing campaign.”? Also important
is the attention to organizing historically underrepresented groups such as
“women, minorities and immigrants.”® Internal organizing tactics include
confrontational actions against the employer on the shop floor and in the
community (through corporate campaigns, direct action, and use of media),
coalition work and lobbying, and transformation of unions’ traditional
representational functions through cultivation of greater rank-and-file partic-
ipation, responsibility, and leadership.* Similarly, in Canada, shifts towards
social unionist repertoires, namely coalition work, community involvement,
and political action, have tended to correlate with greater emphasis on
membership involvement.®> In other words, the organizing model seeks to
modify both what the union does and who does it and, unlike the servicing
model, uses a membership-focused mobilization strategy.

So to review, by clarifying the distinction between unions’ collective
action frames, repertoires, and internal organizational practices, we can
begin to disentangle the confusing mass of union renewal strategies and
understand social unionism more precisely. Social unionism, in this view,
represents a broad anti-sectionalist, anti-economistic ethos. This ethos can
vary according to its analysis of the problems of workers and their solutions,
can be taken up with different repertoire, and can be defined and imple-

mented via different organizational practices. From this, we can identify a
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number of social unionist variants and therefore compare their effective-
ness at reaching union goals and transforming internal union relationships
and movement capacity. For the present moment, however, let us turn to
some general assessments of the impact social unionism has, particularly

on the public’s evaluation of the labour movements role in Canadian society.

Evaluating the Influence and Impact of Social Unionism One way to
begin to assess the impact social unionism has as a union revitalization
strategy is through examination of the broader public’s perceptions of the
labour movement’s involvement in broader social justice struggles as well as
their views on the issues unions have taken action on. In August 2003, the
Canadian Labour Congtess polled Canadians about their perceptions of
unions’ effectiveness and relevance and issued the findings in a document
entitled Canadians Talk About Unions.*® The poll was designed in part to
assess how successful Canadian unions have been at resuscitating social
unionism, using it to transform themselves and demonstrate their contin-
uing relevance to both union members and Canadian workers more generally.
On the one hand, the public was much less supportive of increasing global
competition, free trade agreements, and the reduction and privatization of
public services than it was in 2000, indicating that union campaigns have
had some impact on people’s political views. As well, unions were seen to
help segments of the population beyond their immediate membership.
Moreover, 75 percent of Canadians said they wanted unions to be even
more involved in broader struggles for social justice. As such, the poll demon-
strated that perception of the labour movement as the servant of “narrow”
or “special interests” is waning, and the public accepts that unions have
both the capacity and responsibility to advocate for broader social justice.”

However, other aspects of the CLC survey reveal a level of cynicism about
the labour movement, in terms of its motivations and internal functioning,.
A majority of all respondents believe that the labour movement’s commit-
ment to social unionism is instrumental, designed only to serve union
members or to foster positive publicity.*® A significant proportion (43
percent) of the two-thirds of unorganized workers who said they were

unlikely to vote for a union also give the lack of internal democracy as a
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major or minor reason for their reluctance. Furthermore, a significant
number (45 percent) of existing union members feel they have “no say in
how their union operates.”®

The CLC’s interpretation of these findings led them to conclude that
cynicism about labour’s motives and level of internal democracy is something
to be overcome through “major internal education on the democratic basis
of local union structures and leadership,” and for “building more member-
ship support for their union and its leadership.”® In other words, instead
of examining the quality of union campaigns and internal practices, union
members and nonmembers need to be educated about how genuinely
democratic unions actually are. While ignorance about or prejudice against
unions undoubtedly colours some people’s responses to such a poll, the
CLC’s conclusion that the problem lies not with the motivations behind
the labour movement’s social justice work, nor the quality of union democ-
racy, isn’t entirely warranted either. Instead, these contradictory results raise
questions about the actual practices of social unionism and the extent to

which they are revitalizing the labour movement.

Social Unionism versus “Real” Union Activity The CLC poll indicates
some suspicion that the Canadian labour movement’s commitment to social
unionism is instrumental, which reflects the fear that social unionist prior-
ities and practices do not necessarily penetrate what remains the core of
union activity: collective bargaining, servicing, and the labour-management
relationship. Indeed, the adoption of a social unionist ethos or repertoire
does not necessarily displace the priority placed on economic and section-
alist priorities. Because social unionism goes beyond the traditional
bread-and-butter agenda of unions, it is often framed as what takes place
outside of bargaining and is counterposed to, or at least separated from, it.
Indeed, this dichotomy reflects the long-standing and dominant pattern of
social unionism in Canada: social democratic electoralism. As Kumar and

Murray note:

The notion of fighting for the improvement of working conditions and wages
has historically entailed a twofold agenda of collective bargaining and political
action. The former typically involved some combination of contractually
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based job control and pattern bargaining for semi-skilled and unskilled
workers, while the latter involved the pursuit of a social and political agenda
which addressed the conditions of workers in general, as both wage-earners

and citizens, notably through support for a social democratic party and its
1

policies.’

In practice, however, this twofold strategy evolved into a bifurcated
division of labour between the union and the party in which responsibility
for the interests of the broader working class is contracted out to a related
yet separate organization. The CLC’s definition of social unionism as nonbar-
gaining activity is thus very telling: social unionism is what goes on away
from the bargaining table, while the bargaining agenda itself — protection
of wages, benefits, and job security for existing members — remains much
the same.>? Perhaps the clearest indication of the coexistence of business
unionism with anti-sectionalist elements of social unionist philosophy is
the relatively weak bargaining record on a variety of equity issues. In surveys
done in 1997 and 2001, Kumar and Murray found that a cluster of issues
concerning “gender, family, and working-time issues,” including child care,
harassment, employment equity, and flexible working time, were least likely
to be given a high priority by unions in collective bargaining. Even though
almost 67 percent of unions in their survey indicated they were committed
to equity or had “taken specific action to promote racial or gender equality,”
the priority placed on these issues in the very sphere where unions have the
most power to make direct gains, collective bargaining, remains quite low.>
Kumar and Murray suggest one explanation: that because equity issues are
perceived as “social-policy issues,” they are “considered to be part of a public-
policy agenda, as opposed to a bargaining agenda,” reflecting the ongoing
attachment to both business unionism and social unionism, each in their
separate spheres.

One could argue that this approach is positive insofar as it prevents
unions from building an equitable oasis for their members while abandoning
the broader working class to a desert of deepening inequities. Additionally,
one could also say that this division of labour is not necessarily problem-
atic: many social justice issues can’t be worked out at the level of bargaining,

and Canadian unions can still place significant effort and real resources into
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fighting for transformations in social policy and broader social justice while
defending their membership’s economic interests. Canadian Union of Postal
Workers (CUPW) funding of the Winnipeg Workers” Organizing and
Resource Centre, which provides a space for community-based organizing of
unemployed and unorganized workers, is a positive case in point.”* However,
when union members’ collective bargaining interests are not reframed in
social unionist terms, it becomes difficult to sustain support for social unionist
campaigns in other spheres of action. Even unions with significant social
unionist commitments can see these programs walled off from what the
majority of the union is involved in and concerned about, limiting the impact
social activism has on the union’s internal life and the way it conceives of its
own collective bargaining issues. In a time of profound economic uncer-
tainty, retrenchment into the well-worn habits of business unionism is quite
easy, and social unionist campaigns become vulnerable as “luxuries we can’t
afford” when they are not seen as central to success in collective bargaining.>
In other words, the failure to reframe collective bargaining issues in social
unionist terms can result in the reinforcement of workers sectionalist identi-
ties and prioritization of economic over political struggle.

When social unionism remains an add-on to bargaining rather than a
vision that permeates the way unions see themselves and orients all their
activity, the public cynicism documented in Canadians Talk About Unions
is not that surprising. As Robinson points out, most organizations will
attempt to place their concerns in moral terms, and connect them up to
broader interests “whatever their real motives. Knowing this, most people
are quite reasonably sceptical of such claims. Only when unions and their
leaders prove that they stand behind their principles, even when they work
to their disadvantage, are people inclined to take such appeals seriously.”¢
While it would be difficult for unions to decentre collective bargaining
entirely, given the legal framework in which Canadian unions operate, collec-
tive bargaining would need to be transformed and more clearly connected

to the interests of those beyond the bargaining unit.

Progressive Policies, Top-Down Methods Despite broadening their activ-

ities beyond their collective bargaining repertoire and adding other substantive
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commitments to their collective action frame, unions have not necessarily
examined and rethought the internal organizational practices via which they
carry out their activity. Even where labour organizations have adopted social
unionism as an ethos, they have not always done so in ways that guarantee
the democratization of union structures or widen the scope of who partici-
pates and makes decisions about union goals and activities. Instead, social
unionism, understood as progressive policies on a broader set of social justice
issues, can be made to substitute for a democratic process of struggling over,
defining, and carrying out action on these issues. It is an open question
whether social unionist commitments have been translated into strategies
that transform the hierarchical relationship between elected and appointed
leaders and the membership typical of the service model of unionism, and
there is no guarantee that they will do so. An examination of some concrete
historical examples of social unionism in action shall illustrate.

As the most prominent postwar advocate of social unionism, Walter
Reuther combined the material gains of collective bargaining with a “broader
progressive New Deal agenda” by purging the communist Left from the
UAW and consolidating the power of the Administration caucus, such that
the rank-and-file challenges “could only be marginally effective and certainly
couldn’t be sustained without a coordinated opposition or alternative mecha-
nisms to give them weight.””” Similarly, CCF social democrats fought
communists by any means necessary in the 1940s to ensure they gained
control over the CCL/CLC, entrenching a suspicion of dissent and grass-
roots activism that would later inform the response to the Waffle in the
early 1970s.8

Even community unionist endeavours are often affairs that link together
the leaders of different movements, rather than creating and fostering organic
connections among different sections of the working class. Recent research
on community coalitions in other contexts has shown that the quality of
coalitions varies according to the way common interests are defined, the
structure and character of participation, their duration, and the type and
quality of organizational buy-in. Nissen, Tattersall, and Frege, Heery, and
Turner all identify coalitions that are ad hoc or “vanguard,” in which alliances

are temporary, instrumental, and remain at the level of a small group of
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leaders.”® Even though there is a burgeoning literature on union-commu-
nity coalitions in Canada, none of it has applied such a comparative analysis
to its cases. As of now, there is no good evidence to support the claim that,
overall, unions’ coalition work involves the membership in any significant
or sustained way.

Moreover, Kumar and Murray have shown that, despite the adoption of
social unionism as a key orientation, the vast majority of Canadian unions
have not significantly changed either the way collective bargaining and
servicing is done or who is engaged in it. Even though 84 percent of unions
offer educational programs for training local leaders and activists, only 32
percent of them use activists as paid organizers, and even fewer — 16 percent
— have shifted responsibility for contract administration from staff to local
stewards or officers.®

In other words, social unionism as either a frame for action or a set of
repertoires on its own is an insufficient model for union revitalization as it
does not guarantee that the means by which progressive goals are sought
are themselves participatory. As Voss and Sherman point out, it is entirely
possible to use “radical tactics to achieve conservative goals” and vice versa.!
Mark Leier also echoes this insight, arguing that it is important to disen-
tangle ideology from process, and not to assume that progressiveness in one

ensures its presence in the other.®

Participation Is Not Enough Some might argue that the introduction of
the social movement repertoire and membership-mobilizing internal strate-
gies typically highlighted in the organizing model literature would address
the above concerns. However, despite the emphasis on participation, it has
become increasingly evident that these practices do not necessarily develop
grassroots democratic functioning either.®® There are many indications of this.
First, locals which have adopted the organizing model have done so through
a top-down process in which a program mandated at the national level of
the union is implemented in the locals, rather than being a product of
“bottom-up,’ local innovation.”** While Voss and Sherman characterize
this as a positive challenge to Michels’ iron law of oligarchy, and a sign of

hope that union leaders and staff can be vehicles of internal transforma-
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tion, others, like Vanessa Tait and Michael Eisenscher, are less comfortable
with a model whose strategy and priorities were determined by leadership
and staff, and which was imposed through local trusteeships, forced mergers
of locals, and centrally bargained master contracts.®® Second, in many locals,
the organizing model has resulted in increases in full-time servicing and
specialist staff rather than a shift of responsibilities to local activists.®® The
SEIU’s Justice for Janitors campaign, for instance, employed 110 paid
organizers in 1995, and is widely known as “one of the most heavily staffed
and highly centralized unions.”® Third, in other cases, membership partic-
ipation is merely a tactic to be used selectively, rather than part of an overall
shift in methods of doing union work. For instance, Bronfenbrenner’s exten-
sive research on the relative effectiveness of strategies to organize non-union
workers has shown that, in the 1990s, only six percent of unions used a
“comprehensive union-building strategy” in their organizing campaigns,
even though it clearly resulted in significantly higher win rates. Instead,
unions were selectively ordering from a menu of organizing tactics, none of
which on its own guaranteed success, even if the tactic involved some kind
of rank-and-file involvement.®® In other words, many unions are reluctant
to provide new members with “the same activist and democratic organiza-
tion it was during the organizing campaign through the first contract and
beyond.”® Indeed, Richard Hurd argues that the organizing model’s focus
on grasstoots democracy was quickly pushed to the side as the pressures of

declining union density continued to be felt:

In most unions the call for dramatic budget reallocation prompted only
modest shifts, and (other than the marginally increased attention to
organizing) life continued as before — there was no soul searching, no
engagement, and no organizing momentum to inspire progressive staff and
militant members. From its inception, a notable weakness in the AFL-CIO’s
Changing to Organize program was that the objective of achieving grassroots
activism and member mobilization as the key to injecting social movement
zeal was abandoned at the alter [sic] of quantitative recruitment goals.”®

As a result, much membership participation still takes place under condi-
tions set and controlled by leaders. As Bruce Nissen has pointed out, “[e]ven

unions attempting the mobilizational approach often want ‘push-buttor’
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activism bureaucratically controlled by leaders, thus stifling lasting change.””!
Therefore, the organizing model as it is being practised in many places does
not depart significantly from C. Wright Mills’ characterization of postwar
unionism as the “management of discontent.””? In this phase, union leaders
may be eliciting rather than tamping down expressions of discontent, but
they still want to ensure they are in a position to manage and direct it. All
of this points to the crucial difference between membership participation
and mobilization, on the one hand, and democratic control on the other.
In the organizing model, whether inflected by social unionist goals or not,
membership participation often remains highly constrained by most unions’
very durable bureaucratic structures, relationships, and cultural expecta-

tions and therefore isn’t an unproblematic revitalization model.

What Is to Be Done? Democracy and Union Renewal [ have argued
here that social unionism as is now being practised by most Canadian unions
is a necessary but insufficient basis for a revitalized labour movement capable
of making lasting social change. Both the expanded vision of the social
unionism ethos and the adoption of multiple elements in its repertoire are
key if unions are to ensure their relevance to both their members and the
public at large. However, the potential of this union orientation will not
be realized if it remains trapped within the inequalities of power and exper-
tise that characterize relationships within the labour movement. The
connection between social unionist goals, activist strategies, and internal
union democracy is a contingent rather than an inherent one, and in practice
there is no guarantee that social unionist projects, even participatory ones,
attain their goals on the basis of active, democratic membership control.
Union revitalization requires both stronger forms of democratic account-
ability in the way that Lipset conceived of them, but must go beyond this.
The case for prioritizing deep union democracy in the form of rank-and-
file participation and empowerment is instrumental, developmental, and
prefigurative. Contemporary social movement research has shown that, in
more narrow pragmatic terms, unions (and social movements more gener-
ally) whose members feel they have real control participate more and open

up the organization to more and potentially innovative solutions to unfore-
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seen problems.” As Rosa Luxemburg once argued, the “unending pressure,”
the “active, untrammelled, energetic political life of the broadest mass of
the people” acts as a corrective for “all the innate shortcomings of social
institutions.”” Such involvement also creates stronger bonds of solidaricy
and mutual commitment that come from ownership of decisions and the
experience of working together.”> Developing such processes also enhances
legitimacy, particularly in the eyes of outsiders, which, as research presented
here has shown, is an important problem faced by unions. In developmental
terms, union members are themselves transformed through the experiences
of participatory democracy in that they develop the organizational and
critical capacities, forms of collective consciousness, and individual attitudes
needed for full and equal participation in a self-governing society. As Gindin
has put it, workers need to develop, in their own organizations, “the kind
of capacities and potentials which are absolutely fundamental to one day
building a different kind of society: the capacities for doing, creating,
planning, executing.””® Finally, and related to this, deepening union democ-
racy also begins to construct the very democratic institutions many would
like to see developed in the rest of society, and in that sense prefigures the
future in the present. In other words, “if the ultimate goal is to create a
society in which all people are able to participate fully and equally in decision-
making and management of human affairs, then the process by which this
is achieved must itself be participatory; [o]therwise, the end itself is
distorted.”””

What would a more substantive form of union democracy require of
both union leaders and members? Who will fight for such changes within
the labour movement? It is important to avoid simplistic formulae claiming
that union leaders will always block progressive or democratizing changes,
which members will always support and fight for. In the Canadian context,
union leadership has, at times, been as or more socially progressive than the
members it represents. However, leaders, whether elected or appointed, and
even those with social unionist leanings, do constitute a distinct social layer
within the labour movement, whose material positions can be threatened
by a more thorough democratization of union structures. For their part,

sections of the membership can sometimes be vocal advocates of a return
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to business unionism and the service model in the face of radical policy
changes or shifts to internal processes.”® Such reactions reflect a lack of self-
confidence experienced by many working-class people, the very narrow
experiences of democracy offered by our political and economic system,
and a real, if short-term, interest in having someone else take care of union
affairs. In other words, we must face the fact that both leaders and members
are ensnared within bureaucratic relationships and socialized to accept the
rightness or naturalness of a situation in which elite experts take care of or
service the members, and that building a constituency for deeper union
democracy will require a shift in both leadership and membership circles.
In other words, a coalition among like-minded leaders and members
must be forged to fight not only for socially progressive policies but also
for a richer experience of union democracy that will raise the expectations
workers have of their own and other institutions. Such a coalition requires
leaders willing to create the conditions in which members become “engaged
in everyday struggles,”” develop the organizational and democratic skills
that are so atrophied in liberal capitalist society, and perhaps come to question
and challenge those very leaders. In her examination of 1960s social
movements in the United States, Francesca Polletta identifies a set of relations
that recognized the challenges of democratically building capacities in condi-
tions where people start out from different skill levels. In these contexts,
“developing people’s leadership capacities usually requires a complex equality
in which some within the group are permitted more authority than others
in areas in which they have special expertise — provided that they progres-
sively cede that authority by training others, and provided that their authority
in one area does not spill over into other areas.”®® Therefore, one basis of
such a coalition would be a focus on encouraging and developing workers’
abilities to make interventions within their own organizations. In other
words, we must begin with the aim of “disalienating” power. Concretely,
this would involve membership empowerment based on both a democracy
of deciding — the election of representatives, the making and evaluation of
policy decisions, strategies, and tactics — and a democracy of doing — of
implementing those decisions. As Hilary Wainwright argues, a democracy

of doing is the only way people can “exercise [their] capacities,” understand
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and develop their full potential for self- and collective management, break
down monopolies over expertise, and redistribute knowledge and power
within unions.®! Additionally, this requires a focus on developing workers’
capacities for critical thinking, planning, and analysis — the kinds of skills
necessary for the management of complex organizations, and the kind that
are systematically underdeveloped by capitalist work and education. This
implies a different approach to union education, which includes but goes
beyond teaching “tools courses” or technical skills. Instead, a democratizing
education would place such skills in the context of a transformative politics
by developing workers' “understanding of the relationships and structures
in which they participate.”® Finally, such educational processes must also
be connected to providing spaces in which workers can act on that knowl-
edge in ways that are not predetermined by leadership.

In other words, this coalition must struggle not for social unionism in
general, but one of its more specific variants: “social movement unionism.”
This orientation brings together a highly inclusive and class-conscious defin-
ition of workers’ identity, a broader agenda at the bargaining table and in
the wider political economy, a more radical critique of capitalism and the
limits of liberal democracy, a social movement repertoire, and an explicit
concern with the democratic transformation of workers’ organizations. Sam
Gindin, Kim Moody, Christopher Schenk, Ian Robinson, and Michael
Eisenscher all emphasize that social movement unionism involves, among
other things, organizational practices in which workers do more than partic-
ipate: they come to lead and have democratic control over their own
movement.® This particular combination of a radical diagnostic frame, a
social movement repertoire, and a membership-focused democratizing
internal politics would allow the labour movement to become a “movement
for itself,” more clearly conscious of its interests, its relationship to the
broader socioeconomic structure, and its goals.®

That said, there are pitfalls in this direction since, like all union strate-
gies, social movement unionism is subject to variation, and different elements
of its agenda are more or less emphasized in concrete circumstances. In
practice, it is fairly common for social movement unionism to be inter-

preted as a mobilization of union members to support other workers or
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political struggles; in exhorting workers to abandon their sectionalism, the
traditional union tasks of collective bargaining and servicing are de-empha-
sized. While such ties are crucial, it is possible to bend the stick too far in
the other direction. An exclusive focus on external politics can lead to one
of two negative outcomes: first, a transfer of activism to the community
while bargaining and servicing continue to be conducted in top-down and
bureaucratic ways, or second, a backlash from members who feel their needs
and interests are not being met. To avoid both problems, a social movement
unionist analysis needs to be brought to bear on the least glamorous of
union activities: grievances, dealing with management, and collective
bargaining. These activities should be infused with participatory democ-
ratic processes, and the analysis that guides these activities should contain
a broader social vision and the need to foster conditions for expanded partic-
ipation. This would mean membership mobilization around grievances and
defending the collective agreement in ways that draw on pre-war unions’
direct action tradition, shaping bargaining demands in ways that serve both
immediate and broader interests and politicize union struggles, and fighting
for provisions that would make greater membership participation possible.

Finally, this analysis implies a new research focus on the impact that
social unionist practices have, their variations, and their outcomes in the
Canadian context. In particular, while some (although not enough) research
has documented the adoption of these methods and their policy results,
little has been written on whether or how new union strategies have changed
internal relationships within unions. New research needs to address the
following key questions: in new union strategies, what importance is placed
on members’ active role in determining and carrying out union priorities?
Is independent and self-directed rank-and-file activity encouraged, or are
there still powerful attempts to manage activism from above? Are improved
communication links unidirectional, or are members able and empowered
to communicate their needs and priorities to union leaders? Is rank-and-
file empowerment per se one of the goals of social unionist leaders, or a
means to an end? In other words, the place of democratization of union
structures and practices in social unionist strategies needs to be more system-

atically explored.
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These are difficult and sensitive issues, particularly in a political and
media context hostile to unions and keen to perpetuate the myth of the all-
powerful and dictatorial union boss. However, challenging such stereotypes
cannot lead to the promulgation of an equally problematic myth — that
unions are actually paragons of democratic process and accountability and
merely misunderstood. Even if we accept the need for democratization, this
itself is a contradictory process, bringing with it the potential for both
enhanced membership engagement in, ownership of, and commitment to
the union’s activities,® and increased debate, conflict, factionalism, and the
challenge of managing and expressing the sometimes conflicting interests of
diverse memberships.®¢ In other words, the very strategies that unions need
to pursue to expand, reengage, and empower memberships may not always
lead to direct enhancement of internal solidarity and cohesion, and hence
effective goal attainment. Even so, while democratization is no simple process
and does not necessarily lead to greater instrumental success in the short
term, unions ignore internal democracy at their peril. It is the responsibility
of both unionists and sympathetic intellectuals to face the challenge of
democratizing working-class organizations so that we can confidently claim
a place at the head of the struggle for a more egalitarian society, and prepare

citizens for life in such a society.
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