
EDITORIAL

This special issue, the second in a series of Transfer issues on ‘the state of trade unionism in

Europe’, focuses on the current role of trade unions in the polity. Throughout much of the 20th

century, trade unions and social democratic parties were different elements of the labour move-

ment, with unions fulfilling an industrial brief and political parties engaged within the polity. In

recent decades the gap between trade unions and labour parties has widened, however, particularly

as in many instances those parties adopted neoliberal economic policies one of whose key assump-

tions is that unions are a source of ‘rigidity’ in the labour market. The six articles in this issue map

the resulting search for new agendas and alliances over time and across countries, representing

different regions and varieties of capitalism in the European Union. The articles explore a palette

of contemporary agendas and coalitions. These agendas include resistance to anti-labour legisla-

tion and austerity; using new channels and forums of direct democracy; embracing radical eman-

cipatory demands; and, increasingly, accepting protection even with illiberal solutions. The choice

of potential allies is similarly wide: it ranges from new and rebuilt left-wing parties and the EU to

new social movements as well as populist right-wing parties and governments.

The first article, by Lars Magnusson, focuses on Sweden but offers comparative reflections on

other Nordic countries. The author confirms that the tectonic processes of recent decades have not

left untouched even the ‘mother’ of all labour-inclusive polities, the Swedish Model of democratic

corporatism. Replacement of national-level by branch-level collaboration between business and

labour, the atrophy of trade union-allied civil organisations and declining (albeit still high) union

membership, defection of the rank-and-file from the social democratic electorate – which further

diminishes the unions’ significance as the social democratic party’s vote-acquiring machinery –

have marked the road from the ‘old’ to a ‘new’ Swedish Model. That the latter is still somewhat

work-in-progress is underlined by two open and vexing questions: how to integrate the large

numbers of economic migrants (and recently, of refugees) into labour markets and society, and

what role should the unions play in the face of the severe insider/outsider problem: should they be

representatives of the interests of the former, or an encompassing social movement giving voice to

both groups? The high stakes involved are indicated by the growing popularity of the far-right

among trade union members in Sweden and other Nordic countries.

In the second article, Thomas Prosser and Giga Giorgadze address the insider/outsider chal-

lenge and the response of governments and trade unions in a comparative study of the United

Kingdom and Poland. Different as they are in other respects, both the UK Conservative Party and

Polish right-wing populists opted for ‘illiberal dualisation’ as a solution to the broadly defined

insider/outsider problem. This solution consisted of harsh rhetoric – channelled by the media – that

stigmatised the ‘undeserving’ poor, the unemployed, immigrants and ethnic minorities, coupled

with redistribution of regulatory and social welfare benefits in favour of ‘deserving’ (white)

majorities, pensioners, low-paid employees and large families, all of which happen to be part of

one or both of these parties’ core electorate. While trade unions in the United Kingdom were, in the
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main, too weak to effectively resist illiberal dualisation, their similarly weak Polish counterparts

partly aligned themselves with the government and supported it. Given that the method of the

government in the two countries was one that combined some material relief from economic

hardship with symbolic relief from status-anxiety, their support among the electorate, and (in

Poland) even organised labour, is not surprising after all.

The third article, written by Imre Szabó, argues that today organised labour also needs to find a

new modus vivendi with the state. This is because even if trade unions can stabilise and even

enhance their institutional position by forging stronger alliances with the state, this is likely to

come at the price of a loss of autonomy and capacity to deliver in terms of their members’ material

well-being. As demonstrated by the examples of Ireland and Denmark, the trade-off between

security and autonomy is particularly characteristic of the public sector where, in contrast to the

private economy, unions remain strong in terms of membership. Public sector unions’ relationship

with their employer, the state, was also firmly institutionalised. Neither strength in numbers nor

established institutions, however, were of much help when the hard times came. In the climate of

austerity during and in the wake of the Great Recession, the Irish and Danish authorities shifted

away from earlier collective agreements and used their power to adopt unilateral legislation as the

dominant way of managing industrial relations in the public sector. The employer offensive

triggered labour militancy. Even if the resolution of conflict differed in the two cases, especially

in Denmark state unilateralism heightened the tensions between organised civil servants and the

social democratic party.

The author of the fourth article, Sophie Béroud, analyses relationships between French trade

unions and nascent social movements during a massive protest campaign in 2016, triggered by the

El Khomri law, a new pro-business labour law. The unions’ interaction with the diverse organi-

sations backing the ‘Nuit Debout’ campaign highlighted a crucial dilemma of organised labour in

hard times: whether to align with new social movements and challenge the government through

innovative contention, or stick with their usual ‘business’ of collective bargaining and, if need be,

strike action within the sphere of industrial relations. When adopting contentious tactics, the

unions had to face serious risks: waning capacity to control events, undermining the legitimacy

of ‘their’ Socialist government, and growing strains within their own ranks, as well as with other

participants due to contradictory views and interests. At the same time, at least in principle, the

activist turn shed light on new opportunities as well, such as acquiring new allies and reaching out

to youth groups, precarious workers, and the public and private service sectors. While the struggles

brought about both partial victories and defeats, the events also triggered a timely and important

learning process with regard to the possibilities and difficulties of conflict and cooperation

between trade unions and social movements.

The fifth article, co-authored by Maria da Paz Campos Lima and Antonio Martı́n Artiles, also

contributes to the study of the issue of contentious activities organised by trade unions and social

movements. Based on data from the European Social Survey, the authors compare the magnitude

of protest intensity, the protestors’ trust in political institutions and their satisfaction with economic

performance across the EU, complemented by a more detailed comparison of Spain and Portugal

with Poland and Hungary. Levels of (dis)trust and (dis)satisfaction as triggers of protest are found

to co-vary with established capitalist models. The eastern periphery, however, is an outlier in that

negative attitudes there, unlike in the Mediterranean model, failed to lead to mobilisation. A

related hypothesis to be tested in future research is that of a left-wing versus a right-wing shift

in the ideologies positioning protesters in the South and the East, respectively. Furthermore,

participation in conventional (electoral) politics and protests both appear to be high in Spain and

Portugal relative to Poland and Hungary. This divergence is also characteristic of participating
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trade union members, whose presence among protestors is more frequent in the South than in the

East. Finally, for protestors on both peripheries, demands related to material welfare are crucially

important.

The similarly important issue of more inclusive and participatory democracy is addressed in the

concluding article by Roland Erne and Markus Blaser, which investigates how trade unions have

tried to compensate for loss of representation through social democratic parties by turning to

various channels of direct democratic influence at local, national and EU levels. The survey of

citizens’ initiatives and referenda, and the European Citizens Initiatives in Germany, Ireland,

Switzerland and Italy finds mixed results. In some cases (prominently in Switzerland) the decisions

on deeper integration with the EU proved to be a context that enabled trade unions to offer their

support in the referenda in exchange for government concessions on labour rights. Generally,

however, direct democratic forums and channels cannot fully compensate for the decline of

democratic corporatist institutions and party representation. One reason is that unions opting for

direct democratic mobilisation are likely to face the characteristic dilemma faced by social move-

ments and interest groups. If unions choose to act as representatives of the citizenry at large, they

might gain massive support but lose face as advocates of their members’ particular interests.

Conversely, if they remain loyal to their original mission, they jeopardise possible outreach to

non-unionised citizens attracted by universal emancipatory agendas.

Béla Greskovits and Jeremy Waddington
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