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Changing to Win?

“Change to Win is dedicated to the single most important task for restoring broad hope and 

prosperity to the American people — uniting by industry the tens of millions of workers who 

are now without a voice on the job and in our nation’s political life. Change to Win and its  

affiliates believe unionisation and collective bargaining are the foundation on which a fair  

and balanced economy can develop.” (Change to Win Coalition, 2006).

What is peculiar about this statement? It simply iterates the usual union rhetoric of 

uniting workers for a better life. The reality, however, is that it represents a tiny part of a 

much bigger shift in union strategies that has taken place, to greater or lesser extent, over the 

last decade or so. What is crucial in the statement is its context: it has been issued by a group 

that split from the main US trade union body in response to the massive decline in union 

membership over the last thirty years, and unions’ apparent inability to do anything about it. 

Thus where this statement may have seemed perfectly innocuous forty years ago, it is a 

radical call to arms today, representing one of the many ways that unions and other workers’ 

advocates have looked to reinvigorate the labour movement all over the globe in recent years.

This paper will investigate these new labour strategies, and attempts to analyse them 

at both conceptual and practical levels. It seems a fairly straightforward point, but no matter 

how clever a campaign is, it still may not be successful at achieving its aims. Thus the paper 
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has a dual purpose. How do these new campaigns and strategies organise workers? How can 

they be seen as ‘new’? What relation do they have with contemporary thought on the nature 

of work? Ultimately, however, it must be asked ‘to what extent do they actually succeed?’

The paper will also consider the global dimension. Much work has been conducted on 

US and UK union renewal, but in this paper I will attempt to delve into some of the countries 

and regions that have rarely been addressed in anglophone literature. It may seem that the 

newly industrialising or post-“communist” countries are likely to have a far higher unionised 

workforce, but in many of these countries, union rates are also falling. As such, it is important 

to understand the global dimension as much as possible. There is insufficient space here to 

consider the position and power of the labour movement in all countries, but I will attempt to 

provide as comprehensive coverage as possible. In several cases, however, concentration on 

campaigns in anglophone countries will be unavoidable, since many of the new initiatives 

stem from such areas.

The information has been collected through a variety of means, deliberately so that 

there is space for a variety of views. Predominantly, I have used textual sources from 

academics and activists, but also I have utilised several contacts with labour movement 

organising experience in the UK, USA and Australia. Due to these contacts ‘on the ground’, 

many of the points made in the following sections are not referenced since they arose from 

conversations.

The Contemporary Union Climate and Its Genesis

The current economic climate is at best tricky, and at worst hostile, for those working 

to rebuild the labour movement. It is not at all a coincidence that the 1980s and 1990s saw 

massive economic changes taking place throughout the world at all scales, and 

simultaneously a rapid decline in union power, membership and efficacy. This was a shift of 
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colossal proportions from the post-war politics of economic and national protectionism, 

large-scale industry and broadly corporatist agendas to flexible, decentred and increasingly 

service-oriented capital and labour markets, with capital and information networks and flows 

breaking – or simply ignoring – national and cultural boundaries. Since labour is intimately 

tied to capital, with hindsight it was inevitable that the structures and strategies of the old 

labour movement would struggle to continue the growth that it had experienced in the 

previous fifty years. This shift – from national to global emphasis; from stable to mobile 

capital; from production-oriented to consumption-oriented economics; from grudging co-

operation to all-out class war (certainly in the 1980s) in which the workers had virtually all 

the odds stacked against them – has negatively affected labour’s ability to organise in 

numerous ways. Some (e.g. Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999) have attempted to conceptualise 

these factors into broader themes, however I prefer to address them more straightforwardly as 

a number of changes in their own right which very often interact with one another in the same 

workplaces, usually to the detriment of worker unity and power.

Firstly, although casual work has been present throughout history, recent years have 

seen a proliferation of casual jobs, precarious working conditions, and a general trend 

towards casualisation and job insecurity (e.g. Vandenheuvel and Wooden, 1999; Burgess and 

Strachan, 1999). Even in historically stable industries such as education and healthcare, the 

restructuring of businesses and workplaces in the face of ever more competitive and 

specialised markets has led to an increasing reliance on casual, agency and temporary work 

(e.g. Chitnis and Williams, 2005). This has at once been an attack on the working conditions 

of these casualised workers, and a major difficulty for their organisation into unions. Unions 

have struggled to deal with this flexible and decentred labour market, unable to use the 

traditional method of having permanent staff in large workplaces from which to build a 

presence.
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Similarly, the major trend towards subcontracting of workers (Warren, 2005; Wills, 

forthcoming), particularly in service and manufacturing industries such as cleaning and 

textile manufacture, has led to difficulties in dealing with the multiple and constantly shifting 

sites of work for subcontracted workers. More generally, what could be seen as a post-Fordist 

turn towards service and consumption industries has led to a concomitant deindustrialisation 

in ‘First World’ countries. This deindustrialisation has resulted in a significant reduction of 

large-scale industrial workplaces that were once the mainstay of the labour movement 

(Martin, et al., 1994). Some remain, but in far fewer numbers than in previous decades.

Institutional factors have also had an important part to play. Alongside private 

businesses subcontracting workers out to other employers, laissez-faire public sector 

governance has led to the privatisation of large swathes of what previously were unionised 

public sector workplaces. This privatisation and fragmentation of the public sector – the other 

of the two traditional bastions of the unions – has broken up union branches and also further 

complicated employer/employee and public/private sector relationships. It is increasingly 

difficult, for example, for unions to seek out key pieces of information on a workplace, 

especially since some workplaces might have several public and private employers covering 

the various job roles.

The state and judiciary also have an important part to play in the decline of unions. 

Their legal apparatus – and employer avoidance thereof – has proved time and again to be a 

great tool for employers, and the increasingly anti-union legislation initiated in the 1980s by 

neoliberal free-market leaders such as Reagan and Thatcher have made things even more 

difficult for unions (Lalonde and Meltzer, 1991; Farber and Western, 2002). The legal 

loopholes through which employers are able to frequently squeeze exaggerate the effects of 

the strict legal hoops through which unions and workers must jump in order to gain union 

recognition or exercise their rights.
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As well as powerful anti-union sentiment within government, there has been an 

increasingly prevalent ‘partnership’ agenda within many enterprises, claiming that unions are 

not needed in well-run workplaces. Indeed, many businesses posing as liberal, or even left-

leaning, use progressive-sounding rhetoric as devastatingly effective anti-union measures 

(e.g. Whole Foods Market, 2000). This potentially has a profound effect on workers’ images 

of unions by portraying them as divisive or antagonistic, rather than unifying and 

communitarian, and only very recently have unions begun to break down this partnership 

rhetoric1.

What further complicates the terrain on which unions now have to fight is the 

interplay between these factors. These shifts, stemming as they do from similar or related 

phenomena, often combine to create much more potent forces against workers. Furthermore, 

the blurring of class boundaries through the proliferation of new levels of middle 

management in many workplaces has had the effect of reducing the image of a single, white, 

male manager as a representative of the interests of the employer. A multiplicity of ‘team 

leaders’, ‘supervisors’ and ‘co-ordinators’ not only can confuse the class-awareness of 

workers, but also makes it hard for unions to differentiate between who ought and ought not 

to be a member.

All these trends have had the ultimate effect of significantly reducing union power. 

There are several possible ways of measuring the power of unions, including measuring 

union density (percentage of the population who are members), union recognition (proportion 

of workplaces with a recognised union presence), union coverage (percentage of the 

population whose pay and conditions are set through collective bargaining procedures), 

access to media and government, and ability to effect positive change for workers. The latter 

two means of measurement are somewhat qualitative and there have been few studies using 

1 In particular, the organising efforts at Starbucks stores of Unite in New Zealand and IWW in the USA were 
particularly important campaigns with regards breaking through employee partnership rhetoric.
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such methods, however it is fair to suggest that in most cases these variables correlate 

moderately well.

Union Trends since the 1980s

Ebbinghaus and Visser (1999: 137) proclaim that in Western Europe, “[t]he 1980s 

undid most of the gains of the previous decade”, seeing a six percent drop in union density 

from 40% in 1980 to 34% in 1990. Although some countries in Europe, such as Finland, 

Sweden and Denmark, saw union membership grow modestly since the 1980s, countries like 

Germany (see Berndt, 2007) and the UK saw membership plummet. In the UK, membership 

density fell from 51% in 1999 to 33% in 1995 (Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999). Indeed union 

membership in the UK in 2003 was just over 35% lower than it was in 1970, a decade before 

the British labour movement peaked (Visser, 2006). In Eastern Europe, union membership 

fell by a significant amount after the fall of the USSR with a 36% drop in membership 

between 1985 and 1995 (Waterman and Timms, 2005) and now tends to have a fairly low 

union coverage of around 10-40% (Armingeon, 2006; cf. Anon., 2005; Vinokurova, 2005).

In Asia, although experiences differ according to country, a similar decline of unions 

has been seen. Countries such as Japan, Singapore and Korea have experienced a steady 

decline since the mid-to-late 1970s of between 10 and 15 percent. China has maintained a 

very high union density, although it dropped just over 8% in the four years between 1995 and 

1999, and Taiwan’s union movement flourished after the end of military rule in the mid-

1980s, before losing some momentum in recent years (Kuruvilla, et al., 2002).

South African unions remain a force to be reckoned with, particularly as a result of 

the industrial2 – rather than trade – organisation of several key unions, rather than their size. 

Contrary to global trends, private sector unions in mining and manufacturing industries made 

2 Industrial unionism operates under a ‘one industry, one union’ structure, which means that industrial action is 
often highly effective since it is effected throughout all sectors of an entire industry simultaneously.
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significant gains in membership and influence in the early-to-mid 1990s (Wood, 2001), and 

although estimates vary, at the turn of this millennium membership density was around 30% 

(e.g. Butcher and Rouse, 2001). In other Southern, Central or West African countries, which 

do not have significant industrial or urban bases and where a sizeable proportion of the 

population are subsistence farmers, union membership remains relatively low. In Ghana, for 

example, union membership between 1985 and 1998 dropped by 58,245 from 630,843 to 

572,598 (Anyemedu, 2000). For a country of almost twenty million people (Adlakha, 1996) 

these figures seem minimal, but this decline in union membership of 10.8% is roughly 

comparable to European changes during the same time frame. On another note, Niger is 

typical of some young democracies in Africa. Having installed a liberal democratic regime in 

1991, the labour movement received significant repression from the state due to pressures of 

Structural Adjustment Programmes implemented to enforce market liberalisation. Ironically, 

the union movement that had risen to fight the previous regime in Niger crumbled once the 

regime had been defeated. As such, union density in Niger is, as in Ghana, very low (Adji, 

2000).

Some African countries such as Swaziland and Eritrea are witnessing a massive boom 

in union activity due to political liberalisation and expansion of urban areas. Swaziland’s 

unions, for example, increased their membership by 975% between 1985 and 1995 (ILO, 

1999). North African unions have witnessed healthy growth, with Egypt’s unions, for 

instance, growing by 21.8% in that same ten-year period. The Middle East, however, has for 

a long time had a very small labour movement. Recent upsurges by Iranian and Iraqi unions 

aside, the largest labour movement in the region is in Israel which has seen a significant 

decline in union membership, falling to less than half of its 1981 size by 1998 (Nathanson, 

1999).
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Following repressive dictatorships in some Latin American countries during the 1970s 

and 1980s, it is not surprising that the years following their downfall the labour movement 

rose to new strengths. In Chile, for example, following the instatement of a liberal democratic 

regime in 1989, union membership had almost doubled by 1998. What is interesting here, 

however, is that membership actually peaked in 1992, and has steadily declined since then 

due to state and market pressures similar to those on the European and North American 

labour movements (Campero, 2001).

The union movement in the USA had been declining ever since the 1960s, where 

private sector union density – usually much lower than in the public sector – was a very 

respectable 37% (Demographia, 2000). To put things into a more appropriate timescale for 

the present study, in 1981 over all union density was 20.1%, whereas density in 2006 was 

12% (Bureau of Labour Statistics, 2007a). On another, perhaps more depressing note, the 

number of work stoppages involving over a thousand workers has decreased rapidly from 235 

in 1979 to 20 in 2006 (Bureau of Labour Statistics, 2007b). The Canadian story is similar, 

with union density falling from 38% in 1981 to 31% in 2004. This 7% drop does not 

represent as much of a decline as experienced in many other countries, but its causes are 

concomitant with those outlined above (Morissette, et al., 2005).

A Change in Fortunes?

This is indeed a bleak picture for labour movements in most parts of the world. 

However, recent years have arguably seen a slowing of membership decline in many 

countries, and some signs of rejuvenation (Hall-Jones, 2006). In the UK, union density 

decline has slowed sharply since 1998, membership having dropped almost the same amount 

in the seven year period between 1998 and 2005 as in the three years preceding 1998 

(Grainger, 2006). Furthermore, recognition agreements at workplaces have increased 
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significantly since 1997 (Blanden, et al., 2006). Similarly in the US and Australia, density 

decline noticeably began to slow in the late 1990s, along with sporadic bursts of growth in 

some areas (Frege and Kelly, 2003; Griffin and Moors, 2004). Unions are still, on the whole, 

in decline, but recent years have seen a sometimes significant slowing of this decline in many 

other countries, such as Italy (Frege and Kelly, 2003), New Zealand (Walsh and Crawford, 

2003), Canada (Yates, 2003) and Slovenia3 (Meardi, 2005). In some cases, this slowing has 

been a general change of fortunes for the labour movement as a whole; in others – 

particularly the USA – it has been the result of the growth of certain key unions using new 

strategies for organisation.

What we would, no doubt, want to know is why this slowing of union shrinkage has 

occurred. The following sections attempt to unravel the new organisational structures, 

campaigns and initiatives that have underpinned this small but important revitalisation of the 

labour movement in some parts of the world. What is interesting here is not only these new 

structures, but also their efficacy, future potential, and relations to ultimate goals of worker 

self-empowerment and industrial democracy. Indeed, as we shall see, some of the most 

innovative work has been undertaken outside of the traditional union movement altogether. 

The word ‘movement’ is very much at the fore of these new initiatives, but I will argue that 

the emphasis on the monolithic terms ‘movement’, ‘unionism’, and the phrase ‘social 

movement unionism’, do not express sufficiently the variety of strategies undertaken in 

recent years. It is true in many cases that the term could be applied, but there are sufficient 

differences to suggest that the use of the word is somewhat of a misnomer when trying to 

analyse the various strands of new worker mobilisation and organisation. An alternative 

conceptualisation of the different strands will be proposed in terms of relative proximity to 

traditional union organising and internality or externality to unions in general.

3 Although, as Meardi (2005) points out, Slovenia is very much the exception rather than the rule in the context 
of Central and Eastern Europe.
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I will first give a brief overview of each of the main categories of new forms of labour 

movement organisation, before discussing the various issues involved in it. Following this, I 

will endeavour to draw out general issues, problems and dilemmas that these new forms bring 

to the fore.

New Union Organising

Organising Unionism – New meets Old

Arguably the most common of the strategies considered here is the ‘Organising 

Model’. Its influence in union discourse in the US, in particular, even led to a split from the 

AFL-CIO in 1995, in order to create the Change to Win coalition, mentioned at the beginning 

of this piece. Some (e.g. Heery, et al., 2000a; de Turbeville, 2004) have seen this as looking 

back to a ‘golden era’ of unionism, and a rediscovery of the movemental roots of unions. In 

the Organising Model, there is a “desire to recreate labour as a social movement” (ibid: 38) 

that is rooted in a profound distaste for the so-called ‘service unionism’ that many see to be in 

part the root of union stagnation and decline. Bob Muehlenkamp (1991, quoted in Carter, 

2000: 121), a key proponent of the Organising Model in the USA, once stated that in a 

service union model,

“instead of constantly developing new rank-and-file leaders, we act like 

they have all the information and skills they will ever need. Instead of 

recruiting more leaders, we act like who already came forward as leaders 

at that point are the union’s permanent leaders. Instead of targeting active 

workers to become more active, we abandon them. Instead of mobilising 

workers… around issues, we write letters and file grievance forms. Instead 
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of recruiting new workers to be good union members, we are satisfied just 

to get their dues.”

Thus, rather than servicing a passive membership who rely on the union to be a sort of 

workplace insurance company, proponents of the Organising Model see unions as potential 

forces of mobilisation; as means through which the workers themselves can actively channel 

their combined energies to make a difference to their – and others’ – working conditions. In 

other words, the Organising Model is an attempt to turn unions into vehicles for their 

members, as opposed to having the membership dictated to from above.

So what actually is the Organising Model? As with all abstract models, its application 

varies both in terms of structure and achievement. However, Heery et al. (2000a) have 

identified several key elements of Organising Model good practice:

• Planned organising campaigns with clear objectives.

• Worker involvement in planning and execution of campaigns.

• Paid ‘lead organisers’ to encourage worker participation and oversee 

campaigns.

• Use of mapping techniques to identify and recruit key contacts in new 

areas or for ‘in-fill’ in areas that have low union density.

• Use of actions to mobilise and energise workers.

• One-to-one recruitment at work or through house calls.

• “Like recruits like”, in other words, people from different 

demographics (particularly gender and ethnicity) are used to recruit similar people.

• Strategic publication of successes in campaigns that demonstrate 

effectiveness and power.
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• Strategic identification of levers, pressure points and allies which can 

be used in the campaign.

Not all of these elements are exclusive to the Organising Model, but it is important to 

note that the Organising Model is not radically different to traditional ‘service’ unionism. 

Indeed some (e.g. Waddington and Kerr, 2000) have seen the two to be mutually reliant and 

interdependent. Where it differs is its identification of certain priorities that its advocates 

believe to be crucial factors in the recruitment and retention of members. These factors – most 

notably greater power at the grassroots, greater commitment to overt political action and a 

rejection of recruitment in favour of organisation – suggest a nod towards unions’ more 

militant past, as well as their much smaller syndicalist contemporaries such as Inicjatywa 

Pracownicza4 (IP) in Poland and Sverige Arbaretares Centralorganisation (SAC) in Sweden.

The Organising Model so far has been relatively successful in the unions in which it 

has been most forcefully implemented such as SEIU and UNITE-HERE in the USA 

(Bronfenbrenner and Hickey, 2004), GPMU – now part of AMICUS – (Gall, 2005) and 

Community (Findlay and McKinlay, 2003) in the UK, LHMU and TWU in Australia (Ellem, 

2001), and Unite in New Zealand (Toby, 2006). Unions that have adopted the model have 

generally been more successful than those that have not in recent years, however many have 

struggled with the transition from service unionism to the Organising Model (see for example 

Carter, 2000; Heery et al., 200b; Griffin and Moors, 2004). This is often due to the arrival of 

organisers with radical new ideas causing friction in branches and often not receiving 

sufficient support from union leadership and bureaucracy.

Nevertheless the Organising Model seems to have a broad appeal in most places where 

it is implemented. Although, of course, its implementation is highly contextual from place to 

place, it has been noted (de Turbeville, 2004) that it appeals to three key membership groups: 

4 Although, interestingly, IP were set up by anarchist-communists, who are generally very sceptical of unions, 
even revolutionary syndicalist ones.
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a radical urge to return to a more militant form of unionism, a conservative laissez-faire desire 

to reduce costs, and a liberal rejection of the passivity of service unionism. As such, the 

ambiguity of the model ensures that it is not always well received but that, where successful, 

it can serve to galvanise a wide range of members and would-be members.

There are, however, several other issues that require more critical consideration, 

despite initial gains. First of all, having been perceived as somewhat laissez-faire regarding 

the funds needed for organising (due to lay organisers recruiting on the job and fewer paid 

organisers being needed), it has arisen that the Organising Model has become highly time- 

and resource-intensive and organisers have often felt over-worked and under-paid. This is a 

result of the fact that organisers must continue to provide a servicing role at the same level as 

previously, with that added pressure of implementing the Organising Model. In response to 

this, one Australian union has experimented with setting up a call centre manned by trained 

union officers who conduct the ‘servicing’ role over the telephone! In terms of economics, 

however, the model has proved relatively successful at reducing cost relative to organising 

successes. Nevertheless it remains more expensive than service unionism.

Related to this is the relationship between the organisers, their bosses and the 

membership. As mentioned above, there has been some tension at branch level when the 

Organising Model has been adopted. In situations where elected branch officers are 

undermining the organiser’s efforts, or where organisers are trying to impose themselves upon 

officers, this tension increasingly becomes represented as a choice between ‘democracy’ and 

‘efficiency’. In turn, greater pressure has been put onto organisers by union leaders to push 

the Organising Model more forcefully, which has reinforced this tension. This is ironic since 

the Organising model advocates greater power at the grassroots. It seems that the Organising 

Model is premised upon the assumption that the membership will automatically be in favour 

of such a fundamental change.
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This brings up a range of issues regarding democracy and accountability. Throughout 

the history of the labour movement, unions on the radical fringe such as the IWW have 

criticised mainstream unions of being undemocratic, unaccountable and of stifling militancy 

and confrontation. The Organising Model, however, bases itself upon democracy, 

accountability and confrontation. In practice this is not always the case. Even in what are 

usually considered to be progressive unions there have been reports of antidemocratic 

practices and bullying by leadership that in one case cost the SEIU 2,300 members in one go 

(Wulkan, N.D). Similarly, in the UK, TGWU – a union that in some areas has been highly 

effective in using confrontational and innovative Organising Model activity5 – arguably stifled 

wildcat action by its own members during a dispute with airline food supplier Gate Gourmet 

in 2005. On the other hand, other unions adopting the Organising Model such as Community 

have often supported unlawful or legally ambiguous rank-and-file initiatives despite legal 

pressures on union leadership to desist (Community, 2007; Younge, 2003). Thus the extent to 

which the Organising Model has been implemented varies not only between unions, but also 

between union branches. Indeed, the organisers spoken to for this paper all gave different 

interpretations of the Organising Model, in particular expressing differences in terms of 

militancy.

What further complicate the picture are the extra layers of structure the Organising 

Model creates. With the institutionalisation of lay organisers from workplaces, in particular, it 

has become increasingly hard to grapple with the differences between organising for the 

workers and organising for the union. Of course this does not necessarily involve an either/or 

choice, but the added complexity of the Organising Model has meant that these issues are 

increasingly blurred and there is a greater capacity for member dissatisfaction due to 

expectations of militancy or democracy not being met. Furthermore the structures of the 

organising model are necessarily hierarchical and directed largely from the leadership or, at 

5 Most notably in their current Justice for Cleaners campaign.
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best, the paid organisers. Of all the mainstream unions claiming to be democratic and driven 

by the rank-and-file, the closest one gets to such a union is perhaps UE in the United States. 

However their membership base is comparable to some syndicalist unions, and their influence 

is relatively small.

Consequently, it is hard to label the Organising Model as entirely ‘good’ or entirely 

‘bad’. Its theoretical commitment to rank-and-file control, confrontational tactics and 

democratic practices is commendable, particularly in such a hostile union climate, and it has 

been at least moderately successful in the cases where it has been implemented. Nevertheless, 

it has been rightly criticised for unions’ inability to translate rhetoric into action, particularly 

in terms of democracy and decentralisation of power to the shop floor. Furthermore it is yet to 

break far out of the anglophone world as yet. Some organisers from the SEIU have recently 

taken up employment in the Netherlands, and organisers have visited numerous unions around 

the world to spread the word about its potential benefits, which may represent the beginnings 

of an expansion from its anglophone niche, a niche which it has not yet fully stabilised. It will 

be very interesting to see how more corporatist states such as those on mainland Europe deal 

with the fairly radical ideas of the Organising Model.

Partnership and Bargaining to Organise

Although the idea of partnership between unions and employers has been around for a 

long time, recently unions have been attempting to reformulate this agenda to ensure greater 

capacity for future organising. What has become known as the ‘Bargain to Organise’ model 

in particular has gained an increasingly high profile, not only with those on the right of the 

union movement who believe in partnership unionism, but also with more progressive 

elements, seeing it as an addendum to other union strategies, including the Organising Model. 

Bargaining to Organise – favoured particularly by the CWA in America and USDAW in the 
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UK – has several different variants, but usually takes place where the union already has a 

presence in one workplace in a chain or group of workplaces under a single employer. In this 

situation, the union would bargain for union representation in all workplaces in exchange for 

giving concessions (such as business deals or less confrontational demands) to the employer. 

Usually these sorts of contracts are only year-long affairs, which give the union time to gain a 

decent presence in all workplaces and return to the negotiating table with a more demanding 

agenda (see Feinstein, 2006).

Other forms of Bargain to Organise involve making agreements with employers that 

do not come into force until a certain number of other businesses agree to the same contract, 

and employer neutralising tactics, such as offering business incentives to employers who co-

operate. There is much variation around this sort of strategy, but the general goal is threefold: 

to minimise employer opposition, to find and ‘open up’ new organising targets, and to 

maximise the number of workers who fall under the collective bargaining agreement. This 

highly public and quite risky approach is quite the opposite of more covert strategies for 

workplace organisation, particularly newly emergent forms of organising that are similar in 

some respects to the Organising Model but are conducted in complete secrecy for a period of 

up to two years6.

Bargain to Organise – in any one of its various guises – has sometimes been used as a 

follow-up strategy to initial greenfield Organising Model successes, as a means of furthering 

or adding to industry-wide organising campaigns (Hurd, et al., 2003). As such it can be seen 

as a potential part of a more hybrid campaign involving both mass grassroots mobilisation 

and high-powered, closed negotiations. Although it is not always effective (e.g. Eaton and 

Kriesky, 2001), it can have a significant effect by facilitating the smoother running or 

expansion of organising campaigns. As a less confrontational means of exposing workers to 

6 This is a very new strategy that has not yet been used sufficiently to comment upon its success or failure. 
Secrecy in this case is so great that members are not allowed to declare their membership or participate in other 
political action during the very long period before ‘going public’.
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unions, there is an argument that it can help create space for wavering or fearful workers to 

join.

As an organising strategy Bargain to Organise does not sufficiently organise workers 

on its own, as it is necessarily hierarchical, exclusive and elitist. Concomitantly, although the 

two have been used in the same campaigns, it ought to lie uncomfortably with the Organising 

Model, which is premised on mass democratic participation. Bargain to Organise could also 

be dangerous because it can encourage a service unionism mentality with the bargaining 

process often hinging on a passive and non-confrontational membership in order to maintain 

friendly relations with the employer. This risks alienating union activists with a more radical 

outlook, many of whom are lay and paid organisers within mainstream unions7.

Other forms of partnership unionism have arguably proven even more dangerous to 

the health of the unions. The recent rise of the Chavez government in Venezuela has given 

rise to an increasingly close relationship between the state and unions. The union movement 

in Venezuela has for a long time been heavily involved in party politics, but the rise of 

Chavez and his pro-union MVR party has led simultaneously to greater power afforded to 

unions, and an increasingly large split in the union movement between pro- and anti-Chavista 

unionists (Ellner 2005). This has led in turn to the splitting and disintegration of some 

branches and endangers an even greater sense of disunity within and between unions. 

Although this is bad for workplace organisation, participation remains high, since activity 

operates on two axes: work and Party.

Network Unionism

I choose the title ‘Network Unionism’ since the below strategies go beyond the 

boundaries of the union. They look to branch out to a wider community or activist base and 

7 Unions such as the IWW in the UK and Australia, and non-union workers’ groups such as CSR in France are 
often prominent activists and organisers within mainstream unions. This ‘dual-card’ strategy is discussed in 
more depth in Lincoln (2006).
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utilise and mobilise multiple networks of activity around the campaigns. As such, they 

certainly remain union-centric, but are outward-looking and collaborative with non-union 

groups and non-workplace issues. This has resulted, as we shall see, in some exciting and 

innovative campaigns and initiatives, but also some tricky problems to overcome. Many of 

the more radical or syndicalist unions also utilise such strategies, and their recent spurt of 

growth in many countries suggests a correlation between their radical network unionism and 

more mainstream forms.

Social and Community Organising Unionism

This form of unionism is at once new and old, and cuts across the long-standing 

boundary between workplace and community or social activism. It has echoes of the UK 

miners’ union, the NUM, at its height (e.g. Benyon and Austrin, 1994; Douglass, 2004), by 

attempting to unite the aims, campaigns and aspirations of the union with broader community 

or social interests, while reconfiguring this alliance-form to a more contemporary agenda. 

This remains a tactic of unions designed for union growth, but is also outward looking in 

terms of scope and attitude to non-workplace issues (Tufts, 1998). It must be stressed that, as 

the above section has showed, many of the forms of worker organising discussed in this paper 

– appearing here, perhaps too simplistically, as somehow separate and independent – are in 

fact utilised as interdependent fragments of larger campaigns and initiatives. As such, there 

are several key aspects of Social and Community Organising Unionism (SCOU8) that all to 

an extent interweave with one another and other worker and community organising 

campaigns and strategies.

Firstly, SCOU is envisaged as a mutually beneficial form of campaign that seeks to 

attain goals set by the union and partner organisations both separately as particular 

8 It must be noted here, that I use this acronym as a useful shortening of what is a rather long phrase, rather than 
as some sort of ‘official’, set-in-stone title.
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organisations with particular interests, and together as a single coalition. In other words, 

between and within the organisations involved in any sort of SCOU there is an explicit 

understanding that they are separate organisations, often with very different functions. In 

turn, it is accepted that both convergent (as a coalition) and separate (as discrete 

organisations) goals may be achieved simultaneously in co-operation with each other. In a lot 

of small-scale cases, the union is the more powerful coalition member, since it sometimes has 

far greater economic, material and human resources than the other partner organisation(s). 

However, in others (London Citizens, for example), unions have had a relatively low profile 

as a result of the vast numbers of other organisations being involved. As it happens, relatively 

marginal union participation in London Citizens has actually resulted in far greater 

capabilities for mobilisation than the unions involved (particularly TGWU) would otherwise 

have hoped for. Thus it is important to recognise that although I am considering such 

coalitions from a union perspective, they are part of a much bigger picture with many 

different actors in many different networks bringing to campaigns different resources, ideas, 

agendas and expected outcomes (see, e.g. Wills, 2001).

Linked to this first point is the fact that these coalitions disrupt – or certainly 

transgress – the division between workplace and community. Since workers are necessarily 

members of communities or some sort of social grouping, there is no difference, in essence, 

between a labour activist, a social justice activist and a community activist. Indeed, in many 

cases these three may well be the same person in different spaces or guises. This follows 

from a recognition of new configurations of workplace organisation – particularly where 

certain sections of entire communities are employed by the same or similar employers in the 

same or similar jobs, yet are separated and isolated – and that unions must not only reflect 

these new configurations but also appropriate them (Cranford and Wilton, ****). Thus 
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SCOU tends to operate – knowingly or otherwise – through redrawing the boundaries of 

labour activism in order to maximise power through resource mobilisation.

Thirdly, SCOU usually operates on a far-longer timescale than conventional union 

organising drives. Its key element is often the forging of positive, active and productive 

relationships between the union, community, and organisations involved in the coalition or 

alliance, in which the union is working within a long-term project for union sustainability in 

the area. Sometimes, as in the case of London Citizens (see below), unions utilise their 

membership of broad-based community organisations, not only as a means of working 

towards common goals that might otherwise be outside of the traditional remit of a union but 

also as a means of building an already-present power-base from which they can launch 

ambitious organising campaigns. This groundwork is essential for high-risk campaigns, since 

without a mass support-base, campaigns can lack conviction and popular support. Alliances 

and coalition-building are therefore tactically very sound.

Following from this, SCOU involves an active membership. This allows SCOU to 

involve not only gaining victories for the coalition or union, but also empowerment for the 

workers involved inside and outside of traditional union milieux (see LAANE, N.D.). Not 

only does SCOU utilise existing activists who are already prepared to take action, but it also 

encourages others to become more actively engaged with political issues through action, 

education and training (Labour Council of New South Wales, 2003; Osterman, 2006). As 

with the Organising Model, SCOU looks to encourage leadership from the rank-and-file and 

mass ownership of campaigns.

Since SCOU has such broad parameters, there is a huge number of groups and 

organisations that can fall under its remit. Furthermore, these operate in many countries and 

at all scales of activity. International SCOU initiatives, such as Women Working Worldwide 

(Hale and Wills [eds], 2005) and HomeNet (e.g. HomeNet, 1999a; European Homeworking 
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Group, N.D.) attempt to link multiple scales of action, from the welfare of workers on an 

individual level to international labour legislation (HomeNet, 1999b).

Although internationalism in the labour movement has been highly revered as a key 

response to globalised labour and capital markets (Waterman 1996), there has been a far 

greater proliferation of SCOU at national and local levels. Local campaigns have by far seen 

the largest growth in recent years, have tended to use fewer resources, and have often seen 

quicker gains. Examples are so numerous that it is hard to list them. Particularly interesting is 

the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (see CIW, N.D.) in Florida which has not only involved 

numerous campaigning groups, worker centres (see below), unions and unattached activists, 

but has also been integral in the creation of other national SCOU-related initiatives such as 

the Student Farmworker Alliance. CIW’s campaigns have been confrontational and 

imaginative, and have won both better working conditions and a significant rise in union 

density in the industry. Moreover, this campaign is peculiar since it is agricultural, and 

therefore more difficult due to its rural focus. CIW is particularly interesting since it 

encourages action both at the point of production (worker organising) and consumption (e.g. 

consumer boycotts) in a dual strategy to attack unfair employers at multiple levels 

simultaneously.

Another powerful organisation, as mentioned above, is London Citizens9. It is a broad 

coalition of social and community groups across London, and has several union branches as 

members (see Jamoul, 2006). Although it campaigns on a range of issues, many of the key 

campaigns are work-based and serve as excellent organising grounds for the unions involved. 

In particular, its involvement in what is now a somewhat global campaign – the Living Wage 

campaign – has attracted a wide range of political and community activists and organisations 

to support it in organising workers to make such demands (see, e.g. Evans et al., 2005). On a 

more union-centric note, the TGWU ongoing ‘Justice for Cleaners’ campaign can be seen as 

9 A similar organisation elsewhere is the Industrial Areas Foundation in the US (see Osterman, 2006).
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a campaign that has directly benefited from the large and stable activist base that London 

Citizens has provided. The Justice for Cleaners campaign is very much an Organising Model 

campaign that seeks to maximise the movement characteristics of union campaigns and 

encourages participation from both inside and outside union ranks. As well as London 

Citizens, organisers have called for support from a wide variety of activists, community 

groups and political persuasions as a means of manufacturing a broad support base and 

accessing other networks of activity.

Unlike most local or international SCOU projects, national SCOU initiatives 

sometimes manifest themselves as campaigning groups per se, alongside partner unions that 

maintain an official distance from the actual campaigns. This has been a particularly 

important organisational method in consumer-oriented campaigns such as the anti-sweatshop 

group No Sweat in the UK who work with RMT and TGWU unions. No Sweat’s 2006 

Conference, entitled “Sweatshops, Workers and International Solidarity”, cut across several 

key activist networks including students (the conference was deliberately held at SOAS, one 

of the more politically progressive colleges in London), unions and alter-globalisation 

activists in order to maximise appeal and campaigning effectiveness.

In India, the National Association of Street Vendors of India (NASVI) is an initiative 

set up by the SEWA union to unite informal street vendors into a campaigning body. NASVI 

is of particular interest since although SEWA set up the organisation, other unions have been 

invited to join. Thus it somewhat confuses the idea that unions only partake in SCOU 

activities in order to organise workers into their own union. As a result, the combined forces 

of several large unions in tandem, along with numerous other organisations has led to a 

formidable organisation that formally represents around 1.5 million vendors but whose remit 

extends in effect across the whole street vending sector in India through, among other things, 

forcing national policy changes (Singh, N.D.).
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More traditional SCOU initiatives on a national level have had some success, 

particularly in the USA. The Jobs with Justice campaign10 has proved particularly effective at 

not only campaigning for workers’ rights but also exposing non-union workers to the types of 

issues with which unions deal. The Jobs with Justice Pledge – to “Be there at least five times 

a year for someone else’s struggles as well as [one’s] own” (Jobs with Justice, N.D.a) – has 

also gently introduced previously inactive people to the idea of political action. Furthermore, 

Jobs with Justice act at multiple different community organising and legislative decision-

making levels, thus maximising exposure and efficacy in campaigns (see Early and Cohen, 

1997).

Partly since it is organised in a way that does not usually specify the presence of 

unions, SCOU is a powerful tool in reaching out to traditionally marginalised communities 

and the informal sector. People’s involvement in such campaigns can open up large social 

and cultural networks that unions can utilise to organise throughout communities rather than 

just workplaces. This way the union has access to more workplaces and has a broader support 

base. Thus SCOU seems very much a win-win form of unionisation, whereby all parties work 

together for mutual benefit.

There are, however, some difficulties with this model of organising despite its 

obvious tactical benefits. Firstly, there must be a balance maintained between the union’s 

goals and the coalition’s goals, which can be hard. Too much concentration on union 

organising goals could lead to resentment from other parties involved, whereas excessive 

commitment to the campaign would undermine the union’s primary aims (of organising 

workers) and drain resources.

Furthermore the distanciation between the coalition or alliance and the workplace 

means that the organisation process is slower and harder despite the initial inroads and 

10 Jobs with Justice, incidentally, has been particularly active in disseminating information on the struggles of 
the Coalition of Immokalee Workers to a wider audience outside Florida (Leary, 2005).
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contacts having been made through the coalition. Not only does it risk a subsuming of 

workplace struggle in the interests of non-workplace campaigns, but slow progress also 

makes it hard to evaluate success of union-specific campaigns in the short term. Thus SCOU 

initiatives can be high-risk ventures that require a great deal of work and planning. 

Furthermore, depending on the nature and composition of the coalition, there is always a 

danger of stifling autonomous rank-and-file action. As with the Organising Model, although 

power is decentralised towards the grassroots there remain fairly strict parameters outside of 

which activists must not step. An example of this is the highly managed activism of the 

Justice for Cleaners campaign in which there has been alleged watering-down of actions 

against the wishes of some of the rank and file. Nevertheless in areas or industries with low 

union density, they can be excellent means to break into particular markets and raise the 

union’s profile.

Radical Organising Unionism

Many of the criticisms expressed within this paper regarding a lack of militancy and 

grassroots democracy in campaigns stem from the left of the mainstream unions. However 

there is a small group of radical or revolutionary unions which – although remaining very 

small in relative terms – have risen in prominence over the past few years, and whose 

critiques of mainstream unions are akin to these. These predominantly (anarcho-)syndicalist 

unions, such as the IWW in the anglophone world, SAC in Sweden, FAU in Germany and the 

very new ASI in Serbia, have arguably risen in part due to the shifting discourses of the 

mainstream unions towards the democratic and confrontational stances that these radical 

unions have been expressing for a long time. Of course their rise has differed from place to 

place – for example the popularity of SAC is also in part due to the rapid disintegration of the 

social-democratic consensus in Sweden – but it is not surprising that it has come at a time 
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when mainstream unions have undergone a great deal of soul-searching. Of course unions 

such as the German FAU and the Spanish and, to a lesser extent, French CNT and CGT have 

for a long time been popular, but this new generation of syndicalist and syndicalist-leaning 

unions has brought with it imaginative movement-based union strategies that have proved 

relatively successful given that they have no paid organisers and minuscule financial 

resources.

There are a few key areas in which these unions differ from the mainstream. Firstly, 

they are directly democratic and are all but autonomous at branch level. Branches can initiate 

and undertake their own campaigns on their own terms while being accountable to the entire 

membership, rather than an executive body or union bureaucracy. Secondly, they are 

industrially organised, rather than organised by trade or craft. The rationale behind this – as 

expressed above when discussing South African unions – is that industrial unions maximise 

the power of the workers by uniting them within a single union per industry. Thirdly they are 

explicitly anti-capitalist. However they very often accept new members provided that they 

work within the bounds of this ideological framework, rather than adhere to it explicitly. 

Following from this, they are against becoming employers, since their politics rest upon a 

fundamentally irreconcilable class struggle between employers and employees. Nevertheless 

they tend to employ a small handful of (directly elected) members in order to maintain 

administrative functioning. Finally, due to the class-based political stance that they hold, they 

are often picky over whom they allow into their ranks. Whereas mainstream unions allow 

some fairly high-level managers to become members, the radical unions do not allow this if 

they believe that the individual’s position aligns with the interests of the employer rather than 

the workers. As such, they also do not organise in the police or armed forces.

For some time the IWW in particular has advocated ‘dual-card’ strategies – that is, 

dual membership of the IWW and a recognised mainstream union – as a response to their 
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relatively tiny size, but recent campaigns such as the Starbucks Workers’ Union11 and the 

Ottawa Panhandlers’ Union (see Trew, 2004; cf. CBC, 2003) have pushed the boundaries of 

SCOU-type organising. The SWU, in particular, has been highly publicised and relatively 

successful in organising numerous shops despite often highly unlawful anti-union practices 

by Starbucks. In 2006, the SWU launched its ambitious Justice from Bean to Cup campaign 

(see Starbucks Workers’ Union, 2006), in which it attempts to forge links of solidarity and 

mutual aid throughout the production chain, literally from the growing of the coffee beans to 

the serving of the cup of coffee. It has so far proved relatively successful, with SWU 

representatives from New York already having been invited to roundtable discussions with 

Starbucks and large NGOs such as Oxfam. This is despite the fact that the SWU does not 

have a membership of more than about two hundred Baristas, and the international IWW as a 

whole numbering somewhere around two thousand. What is notable here is that the IWW, 

predominantly through its members rather than through formal networking as an 

organisation, has access to many activist networks outside the union. As such, the IWW is 

able to muster a wide range of networks in support of its campaigns, from anarchists to 

students12 to sympathetic mainstream unionists13.

In the relatively union-sparse Polish labour market, the anarcho-syndicalist Inicjatywa 

Pracownicza (literally meaning “Workers’ Initiative”) has shot up dramatically since its 

inception in 2002. Indeed, such has been its rise in membership and effectiveness at 

organising, IP has shared a table with the likes of the UK’s TGWU at union conferences (e.g. 

Anon., 2006). On the other end of the scale, the traditionally strong Swedish labour 

movement has seen the syndicalist SAC rise to new heights of around 10,000 members to 

11 This initiative has been followed in recent months by a UK equivalent, Baristas United.
12 In the US, the IWW’s Education Workers’ Industrial Union has a close relationship with Students for a 
Democratic Society, possibly the largest and best organised radical student group in North America.
13 In the US, the IWW has a long and well-known history, including its lively, humorous and musical culture, 
and more concrete achievements such as being the first union to win the eight-hour day (see Thompson and 
Bekken, 2006).
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become second only to the Spanish CGT (with around 60,000 members, see Gambone, 2004) 

in terms of the largest anarcho-syndicalist unions in the world. At the same time the French 

CNT has increased from around 500 to 5000 members in a decade (ibid.). These figures 

suggest that syndicalist unions are increasing their power and membership considerably while 

the mainstream unions are struggling to halt their decline.

The problems with these radical unions, however, often stifle what might otherwise be 

very successful campaigns. Firstly – and most obviously – their explicitly radical political 

orientation alienates them from the majority of workers who are often put off by such 

politics. Similarly, outside of periods of mass struggle, they are unlikely to gain a great deal 

more power or coverage. This said, the CGT’s slick new brand of anarcho-syndicalism that 

tries at all costs to avoid the dated rhetoric of much of the anarcho-syndicalist movement has 

made significant inroads into the Spanish labour movement (Freedom, 1998). The shift in 

rhetoric of the CGT may have significantly increased its appeal, but the criticisms it sustained 

as a result expose the fact that their constant barrage of criticism from anarchist, Marxist and 

activist movements has significantly impeded the growth of all syndicalist unions. The 

balancing act between their adherence to certain principles and networks of activism and 

creating and running a fully-functioning union is one that is perilous and potentially very 

costly.

New Worker Organising

This section considers what I term ‘New Worker Organising’ (NWO), as a term to 

denote worker organising external to the unions. Partly as a reaction to failing union 

strategies in recent decades, and partly as an attempt to address new issues faced by workers 

that do not fall under the remit of unions, there has been a proliferation of such projects 

around the world. This does not necessarily mean that the projects and campaigns are entirely 
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separate from unions. On the contrary, many of the NWO campaigns that will be considered 

below involve connections and co-operation with unions. Others, however, expose the 

potential dangers of unions and NWO campaigns rubbing awkwardly against each other.

Such is the potentially broad scope of this section, I will discuss only the main 

strategies that have arisen in recent years. There have, no doubt, been many other 

configurations of NWO that have been used, and this suggests that outside the remit of unions 

there may well be other new forms of worker organising that are waiting to be found. So far, 

there are several NWO strategies that have become particularly prevalent which will be 

discussed below.

Worker Centres

Worker Centres are by far the most popular NWO initiatives in the anglophone world. 

Predominantly situated in the USA14, they are over a hundred spaces that facilitate workers’ 

education, organising and socialising. There have been several waves of worker centres, each 

one bigger than the last, and centred on different issues and groups (Fine, 2006). In this most 

recent wave of worker centres, the overwhelming focus has been on certain oppressed ethic 

groups, particularly black, Chinese and Latino/a groups whose working and living conditions 

are predominantly worse than their white counterparts.

According to Fine (ibid.: 11),

“Worker centres are community-based mediating institutions that provide 

support to and organise among communities of low-wage workers. As 

work is the primary focus of life for many newly arriving immigrants, it is 

also the locus of many of the problems they experience.”

14 Although there are some equivalent centres dotted around various parts of the world, as far from the US as 
Seoul, Korea (see Youm, 2004).
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There is no single specific organisational model for worker centres, although many are 

linked through loose networks and organisations, and activist and advocacy groups. These 

networks sometimes even stretch across national borders to link up with similar struggles 

elsewhere, especially Mexico (Narro, 2006). As with Network Unionism, discussed above, 

these networks also help worker centres deal with the economic restructuring that in many 

cases caused much of the poverty that they now fight. Some worker centres, on the other 

hand, prefer to remain locally focused in order to concentrate on immediate needs of the 

community of which they are a part.

Fine (2006) has identified several key characteristics shared by worker centres:

• Hybrid organisation, with elements of different forms of organisation utilised in 

campaigns.

• Service provision, such as legal aid, networking and meeting space.

• Conduction of advocacy, research and lobbying.

• Ongoing organising and leadership development, including education and training.

• Place-based (often more specifically community-based) rather than sites of work.

• Strong identification with particular ethnic groups and communities.

• Democratic decision-making processes utilised in order to emphasise and nurture 

grassroots power.

• Sense of solidarity with struggles elsewhere.

• Broad agenda, with a wide variety of issues addressed.

• Emphasis on seeking alliances for mutual benefit (cf. SCOU above).

• Small and highly active membership base, in which membership must be earned 

through commitment and experience.
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These characteristics are not hard-and-fast, and worker centres not only change from 

one place to another, but they are also temporally contingent since membership interests at 

any given time drive campaigns. Thus context is a key factor in the nature of a worker centre 

and its campaigns: where one worker centre may exceed definitions of what a worker centre 

‘is’ or ‘does’, another may choose to focus on a specific set of strategic priorities that do not 

fulfil all the above criteria. Strategic identities of worker centres are therefore somewhat fluid 

and hard to hold down to one particular ideal-type of a worker centre.

The primary elements in the organisation of worker centres are probably threefold: 

grassroots, community-based and development-focused. Development here means personal 

and campaigning development, as well as legal and advocacy skills (Narro, 2006). Indeed, 

some worker centres, such as the Workplace Project in New York, have created formal 

educational courses that stretch over a number of weeks and combine legal and historical 

knowledge with organisational skills that can both empower the participants as activists, and 

teach them new skills for elsewhere (Stein, 2006). Thus, in contrast to many (although not all) 

unions, the worker centres place a great deal of emphasis on education as part of a more 

general extra-workplace empowerment programme. This education and development then 

feeds back into the development of new lead activists to continue the growth and success of 

the centre in general (Anon., 2004).

These hundreds of worker centres are all somewhat different, with different campaigns 

and different emphases, and so it is hard to assess their effectiveness as a whole. However it 

must be said that there has been very little negative said about the success of these worker 

centres in achieving their goals and supporting workers, and a great deal of evidence to 

suggest that they do their job – on the whole – extremely well (e.g. Gordon, 1999; Anon., 

2004; Chen, 2005; Jepson, 2005; Fine, 2006; Narro, 2006; Ten Eyck, 2007).
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An area of particular difficulty for worker centres and labour activism in the US in 

general is the relations between worker centres and unions. The vast majority of worker 

centres have at least some contact with unions but, as Fine (2006: 124) notes, “[t]here is a 

dramatic culture clash between many unions and worker centres. Worker centres experience 

many local unions as top-down, undemocratic and disconnected from the community; unions 

view many worker centres as undisciplined and unrealistic about what it takes to win”. It must 

be noted that Fine does over-generalise here, since numerous worker centres and unions have 

successfully worked together on campaigns and in some cases, such as the Vermont Worker 

Centre’s involvement in setting up a branch of the UE union, worker centres have sometimes 

been integral to union campaigns, and vice versa. Unions can also aid worker centres by 

adding political clout to campaigns, widen the activist base, and give the centres access to key 

political decision makers where necessary.

Nevertheless, there remain some difficult problems that are exhibited on a more 

general note between worker centres and unions. In some cases, for example, the demographic 

make-up of unions and worker centres affects their relationships. This is particularly prevalent 

in cases where the union has organised full-time contract workers in an industry, and the 

worker centre is supporting the casual (and often immigrant) workers in that same industry, 

thus supporting one set of workers to be pitted against another in wage wars (e.g. Turnbull, 

2004). This can aggravate latent ethnic tensions and causes difficulties in nurturing solidarity 

between the two groups whose interests, ultimately, are the same.

As well as this perceptual issue, there are other problematic areas here, identified by 

Ten Eyck (2007). Firstly, there is the issue of jurisdictional conflict. This is where there is 

ambiguity over whether a certain issue, workplace or individual falls under the remit of a 

worker centre or a union. Since there is some overlap between the two, this can foster a sense 

of competitiveness and distrust. Also where worker centres work alongside unions, there is 
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the fear that they may lose their autonomy. Since autonomy and local specificity is important 

to worker centres, this is a particularly contentious point. This is a particularly important 

factor when considering funding arrangements.

On the subject of funding, there are more general issues to be addressed for the 

sustainability and autonomy of worker centres. Since they largely rely on charitable donations 

and short-term funding from NGOs and unions, and even the government, they are very much 

financially insecure, despite many worker centres taking small dues payments from members 

(Fine, 2006). Where a worker centre is subject to the whim of a certain organisation, that 

centre must adhere to the contractual requirements and political allegiances of the funder. If it 

does not, then it risks financial crisis or closure altogether. Thus there is a balancing act to be 

achieved here between autonomy and financial viability that essentially comes from a 

compromise between the interests of the workers who participate in the centre, and the 

interests of the funders. As such, the question must be asked: to what extent are worker 

centres as democratic and grassroots as they appear to be? It is hard to tell for certain, but they 

are somewhat more democratic than the vast majority of unions.

As they grow in size and influence, worker centres also come across greater hurdles. 

Following from the above issue of funding, as a greater number of people look to worker 

centres for support the financial precariousness of the centres becomes more visible. Failure to 

secure sufficient funding to run the centre might prove disastrous if it occurs during a large 

campaign in which workers’ jobs are at stake. Furthermore, the ethnic homogeneity of many 

centres can be somewhat exclusionary, and as they grow, or as the demographics of the 

community change, the greater inclusion of other ethnic groups must be accommodated for. 

Failure to do so may exclude and inadvertently victimise minority groups within communities 

or industries.
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Beyond the traditional union boundaries, worker centres are increasingly making a 

name for themselves as an alternative model of worker organisation, education and 

mobilisation. Despite the above criticisms worker centres have succeeded in mobilising large 

numbers of often-marginalised workers to take action and win. What worker centres need to 

do now is consolidate these gains, particularly in terms of stabilising their finances and 

diverging from the realm of unions. Without a clear demarcation between unions and worker 

centres there is a strong that divisions between the two caused by their overlapping could 

become yet another cause of worker disunity and a fragmentation of workers’ power. This is 

not to suggest that they should not co-operate. On the contrary, unions and worker centres 

working together and co-operating through carefully-planned and clearly demarcated joint 

campaigns could be a formidable force for the future that is in fact organisationally quite 

similar to SCOU strategies discussed above. Furthermore, it is a strategy that would no doubt 

be welcome in many countries outside the US.

Solidarity Networks and ‘Cyber-Unionism’

Just as network unionism is networked both inside and outside of unions, solidarity 

networks function in a similar way, insofar as they mobilise union members and non-members 

outside of the traditional bureaucracy over workplace or labour issues. Furthermore, they are 

often able to mobilise non-union workers around specific unions’ struggles, thus looking to 

get non-union workers engaged at first from a safe ‘distance’ as supporters of the union cause. 

In turn, this may help to not only win campaigns in the short term, but also bring about a 

greater chance of recruiting previously non-union participants into the union effectively as 

fully-fledged union activists.

These networks vary considerably, but all have several common characteristics that 

identify them as solidarity networks for the purposes of this study. Firstly, they engage with 
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workers’ struggles that concern both unions and autonomous workers’ action. Many networks 

solely focus on union activity, but what differentiates these solidarity networks is that they are 

not union-specific and can mobilise around activities and organisations such as wildcat 

strikes, worker centres and consumer campaigning. Secondly they do not necessarily have 

formal structure. Many, as will be discussed below, organise and mobilise in virtual space on 

email lists and Internet forums. Others do have structure but structures range from somewhat 

ad hoc and fluid to formal constitutional arrangements. Thirdly, these solidarity networks tend 

not to claim allegiance to any specific party or organisation. Some of the more radical 

networks do have explicit political angles, but they are usually very happy to work with 

organisations and groups that do not adhere to those principles provided that they do not clash 

severely. This brings us to the final characteristic, which is a reciprocal willingness of 

different networks to support and disseminate information regarding virtually any workers’ 

struggles within reason. As such these networks often overlap and intermingle, with 

information passing through numerous different networks in relatively short periods of time.

There are many groups and networks that might fall into this category, for example the 

International Federation of Bicycle Messengers’ Associations, StreetNet (South Africa), 

Union Solidarity Network (Australia), and San Diego Maquiladora Workers' Solidarity 

Network, to name but a few. Furthermore, non-worker focused solidarity networks, such as 

the UK anti-deportation campaign No-One is Illegal, have worker-based campaigns that feed 

into their broader non-labour activity (NOII, 2006). One of the more organisationally 

formalised examples of a solidarity network is Jobs with Justice, mentioned above when 

discussing SCOU strategies. In this case, we are looking from the outside in, as it were, from 

the perspective of non-union labour activism. Here, Jobs with Justice, as well as focussing on 

broadening unions’ struggles into the non-union population, looks to network different 

struggles amongst others who might not have heard about them due to geographical location 
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or non-union membership. This creates a solidarity network that circles multiple different 

struggles, unions and issues without placing pressure on members of the network to join a 

union. Indeed, in many cases, activists within solidarity networks such as these work in 

massively different industries anyway, reflected in the lack of industry specificity of Jobs with 

Justice (e.g. Jobs with Justice, N.D.b).

Less explicitly associated with unions are the more radical forms of solidarity 

network. Groups such as Zabalaza in Southern Africa, the anarcho-syndicalist Solidarity 

Federation and Haringey Solidarity Group in the UK, and autonomist Marxist networks such 

as Disobbedienti in Italy, have all to an extent served as highly effective solidarity networks, 

helping to support and spread workers’ struggles whilst predominantly not being active within 

unions. Although these groups have tended to retain a critical distance from the mainstream 

unions, their access to still broader activist networks beyond their own have further increased 

their effectiveness at mobilising support for workplace struggles.

What is notable about many solidarity networks is their mode of organisation. 

Increasingly, the Internet is being utilised by unions as an organisational and information 

dissemination tool (e.g. Lee, 1997; 2000). However, in many respects the Internet has been 

utilised better and more imaginatively as a resource for the creation and mobilisation of non-

union solidarity networks. As well as groups such as the Iranian Workers’ Solidarity Network 

(exiled Iranian labour activists in the UK), The Worker (newspaper collective of the 

Zimbabwean labour movement) and the Maquila Solidarity Network (US-based women 

workers’ solidarity initiative), all of whom conduct both conventional and virtual activism, 

there are groups whose activity centres specifically around labour movement campaigning 

online. The most notable of the online ‘cyber-unionism’15 websites is Labourstart.org. This 

internationally-renowned website seeks to serve as a hub to which unions and labour 

15 It must be noted here that when I refer to ‘cyber-unionism’ I do not allude to the somewhat utopian form of 
cyber-unionism that is discussed by people such as Vandenberg (2005/2006). Instead it merely refers to the 
utilisation of the Internet as an organisational tool.

35



movements submit news and calls to action, which is then distributed back to the network in 

the form of internet petitions, email write-ins and website blockades. Recent campaigns on 

relatively localised issues have received thousands of responses from those in the Labourstart 

network. Just as other networked forms of information dissemination, Labourstart emails are 

often sent on to other individuals and related networks, thus broadening the scope even 

further.

Of course these cyber-networks do not attempt to provide some sort of alternative to 

unionism in the same way as worker centres, for example, do. They are, nonetheless, 

important features of the new unionism, as reflecting new spaces of everyday praxis for many 

workers and activists. The proliferation of participatory spaces on the Internet in the last few 

years16, furthermore, allows unions and other members of the labour movement to interact 

with and distribute widely-available and easily-accessible information, calls to action and 

news to a massive range of people, many of whom are young and increasingly politicised 

(Lee, 2006).

Solidarity networks, including cyber-unionism, do seem to have a significant effect on 

the success of some campaigns, although it would be extremely difficult to measure their 

impact. Their open networked structures allow maximum exposure for issues and call-outs to 

demonstrations, and their self-organised nature means that they can be flexible and interact 

with one another easily. Their activity does tend to falter when organisation comes into play, 

however, since they exist to support already-existing struggles rather than organise workers 

themselves. Thus there is always a relatively passive element to solidarity networks that 

maintains a distance between the issue and the network. Some solidarity networks do organise 

their own events, but on the whole they are in essence rapid-reaction forces of potentially 

quite significant power. There remains the issue, therefore, of how effective they are at 

16 In particular, I am thinking here about websites such as Myspace and YouTube, which allow users to create 
their own web pages and share textual and visual media for free, and with very little restriction.
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bringing people into labour movement struggles and activism, since it is easy to remain 

comfortable on the margins rather than involve oneself more wholeheartedly. It is an issue 

that is not easy to deal with, since part of their effectiveness is due to their distance from the 

unions. Nevertheless, their presence builds solidarity and spreads struggles far and wide. 

Therefore if nothing else, they are extremely effective at these tasks, and can potentially make 

a significant difference.

Bringing Together the Threads

The previous sections have attempted to identify and discuss what I consider to be the 

main currents in new labour organising that have been involved in the partial recovery of the 

international labour movement. In these concluding sections I attempt to make sense of these 

many strategies and the issues that accompany them, and look to posit some questions for the 

future of labour organising and research thereon.

‘Social Movement Unionism’? What is New about the New Wave?

The majority of the strategies involved might well be considered movemental 

strategies of sorts. They demonstrate a propensity to mass grassroots action with a political 

goal beyond immediate material goals, such as ‘dignity’ or ‘justice’ in mind. However they do 

so in very different ways and through very different organisations and channels of action. This 

raises the question of whether it is productive to consider such strategies, as it is easy to do, as 

something like ‘Social Movement Unionism’. In doing so, one risks creating a sense of 

homogeneity to a broad group of strategies and ideas that are heterogeneous and fluid. Indeed, 

the very heterogeneity of this group of strategies is a key characteristic of it. Furthermore it 

can be argued that some key strategies and initiatives such as worker centres and solidarity 
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networks are not, in fact, unionism at all. ‘Unionism’ suggests a path that has boundaries and 

a predominantly fixed agenda, which, although unions remain central to the labour movement, 

is not concomitant with some of these new forms of labour movement organising.

As such, whereas it may be plausible to use a term such as ‘New Labour Organising’ 

as an umbrella term when relating these strategies to traditional service unionism, it is 

problematic to, on the one hand make the assumption that the strategies are all forms of 

unionism, and on the other imply that they are somehow similar enough to be classified as 

one. A term such as New Labour Organising is by no means perfect, but does suggest 

openness and rejects an automatic adherence to traditional union strategies that is implied in 

the term ‘unionism’. Another question, however, is how relevant it is to suggest that New 

Labour Organising is actually new. As well as many new ideas, methods from the heyday of 

the labour movement have been re-ignited, and this point cannot be overlooked. Perhaps its 

newness lies in the new configurations of methods of struggle old and new and their interplay 

in the various strategies discussed.

What is key to note here is that despite the heterogeneity, we can identify several key 

characteristics – some from the past, and some relatively recent – that run throughout almost 

all of these strategies. Firstly, there is a greater emphasis on agitation at the grassroots. In 

some cases this is largely rhetoric accompanied by very little substance, but many examples 

show at least some degree of movement towards grassroots, rank-and-file activity. Secondly, 

and consequently, most of these new strategies necessarily involve a more active membership 

base than traditional service unionism. This activism, far from deterring workers from 

participating, has often contributed to a boost in morale and a greater community spirit 

between the workers.

A third development that is, again, related to the previous two, is a greater sense of 

confrontation in campaigns. Although there remain some strong elements of partnership 
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unionism (particularly on mainland Europe), unions and workers’ groups are increasingly 

turning towards fighting talk and the use of direct action in campaigns. The demands remain 

predominantly reformist and piecemeal, but the attitude has become in places openly 

antagonistic.

Fourthly, and arguably the key aspect concerning the strategic planning aspect of these 

new strategies, is a greater emphasis on campaigning intelligence and tactical planning of 

campaigns, particularly with regards union organising. Greenfield organising is more focussed 

and planned both in terms of identification of specific organising sites or industries, and 

execution of those organising drives. Finally, a point that follows from this is the flexible and 

hybrid nature of many campaigns. Unions and groups that adopt New Labour Organising 

techniques tend not to focus solely on one form, rather, their campaigns often involve several 

different modes of engagement and mobilisation. A union organising drive might incorporate 

the Organising Model, SCOU and Solidarity Networks into their campaign strategy. Thus this 

flexibility with campaigns can serve to maximise the terrains of struggle and chances of 

victory. On the other hand, this is not always planned, as Solidarity Networks in particular 

sometimes have a tendency – for better or worse – to mobilise on their own accord, rather 

than as part of a planned strategy.

The reasons for the promising early successes of these new strategies appear largely 

down to these aspects that set new strategies apart from service unionism. The political 

climate in many countries has not changed dramatically in the last decade, nor has labour 

legislation, nor even the economy. What is noticeable in this shift is the relation between the 

increase in membership of the more radical unions such as SAC, IWW and CGT and the 

dramatic rise of worker centres, and some of the mainstream unions’ shift towards a more 

rank-and-file, militant outlook. Even in cases where this rhetorical shift is not really matched 

by a practical shift, it seems that the notion that even some of the power ought to reside at the 
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grassroots tends to increase chances of successful organising. Added to this is a greater sense 

within the rank-and-file of campaign ownership and leadership, which not only gives the 

rank-and-file an element of pride in campaigns that are not necessarily related to their own 

workplace, but also can give them a sense of collective responsibility, community and 

mutuality. One can only guess at what might happen if the mainstream unions took rank-and-

file power seriously in a similar way to that which the radical unions do. Perhaps it would be 

an organisational nightmare at first, but I suspect that membership and workers’ power and 

morale in general would increase significantly.

Problems and Pitfalls

Despite promising signs, there are nonetheless difficulties that must be engaged with 

and overcome if New Labour Organising strategies are to be sustainable, viable, and 

productive for workers’ causes. One of the main problems with New Labour Organising, 

particularly with the unions, is with the extent of their commitment to grassroots, democratic 

organisational formats. Although we have seen a decentralisation of power towards the 

grassroots, many union leaderships remain fearful of allowing too much power to go to the 

membership. Thus the rhetoric of participation and democracy that is used by unions utilising 

SCOU and Organising Model strategies tends not to be fully reflected in reality. There is a 

danger, therefore, of increasing rank-and-file disillusionment with union leadership failing to 

enact such democratisation. Very few mainstream unions – a notable exception being the UE 

in the USA – genuinely enact rank-and-file control in the day-to-day running of the union. As 

a result, the more militant or ‘old-style’ unionists in the mainstream unions may become 

disillusioned, and, as mentioned above, they are often some of the most active and committed 

members. Indeed there have been numerous cases of small-scale defection from a mainstream 

union to a radical one in the last few years. Sometimes this has been the result of the break-up 
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of branches, and others it has been in response to the union only paying ‘lip service’ to the 

interests of its members. Nevertheless, in order to ensure that these events do not continue, 

mainstream unions must be prepared to meet their rhetoric with concrete action.

Although it may be a problem with linguistic differences in general, there is a definite 

problem with many of these strategies – particularly the Organising Model and worker centres 

– remaining in an anglophone ghetto. Although the SEIU in particular has recently begun 

efforts to create greater co-ordination between different unions around the globe organising in 

the service industry (Wills, 2007), there is little evidence to suggest that the strategies are 

being implemented in more than a handful of countries. In an era of increasingly globalised 

labour and capital markets, it is important that strategic co-ordination should reflect this. As 

such, unions and organisations that believe in New Labour Organising strategies need to 

assert this on the world stage, lest they remain isolated from the majority. There is a 

significant amount of already-existing labour internationalism, but this must move beyond 

statements of solidarity towards a more concrete sense of mutualism and skill sharing. Bodies 

such as the ILO and ICFTU may hold the key to this.

On a more local or national scale, the issue of co-ordination is also important. There 

have been examples (e.g. Burns, 2006) in which unions have fought each other over the right 

to organise in a particular industry or area, which has had the result of dividing the workers 

and interfering with the good work that unions can do. Contrary to the beliefs of some ‘free-

market’ union scholars (e.g. Pawlenko, 2006), whose emphasis is on market coverage rather 

than workers’ empowerment, if labour movement groups and unions are to maximise the 

effectiveness of campaigns they must be prepared to co-operate.

In an important respect, the success of several key South African unions in 

maintaining a relatively high membership density and effectiveness in struggles has been the 

fact that they are industrially organised. The ‘one union, one industry’ strategy, as mentioned 
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before, avoids the dangers of union competition and can serve to maximise impact and 

therefore bargaining power. This is a strategy that has been advocated by the more radical 

unions since their inception and, whether or not one adheres to the radical syndicalist line, the 

practical benefits are obvious.

The issue of greater co-ordination and co-operation extends beyond the unions, 

however. Particularly where unions and worker centres have operated in similar geographical 

or industrial areas there has been friction between the two, largely due to a lack of co-

operation and understanding. As suggested above, without the clear demarcation of roles and 

responsibilities that can only really come about through close co-operation, this friction will 

continue and may increase as worker centres continue to be set up all over the USA.

Finally, many of the strategies discussed have been shown to have difficulties 

concerning resource management and sourcing. The problem lies in the fact that these often 

highly effective strategies require a greater level of resources in all areas, in particular, time, 

money and human resources. Furthermore, the likes of worker centres and some forms of 

SCOU receive relatively little and short-term funding that, in turn, places greater pressure on 

the people involved. Thus there are three elements of resource problems that need to be 

addressed: longevity of funding, human effects (e.g. fatigue and burnout) and over all 

resource availability. Failure to address these problems may result in the winding-down of 

such strategies due to unsustainability in terms of resource availability and use. Thus we must 

ask seriously how groups and unions practising New Labour Organising strategies can invest 

time money and other resources into resource-intensive organising without endangering the 

health of the organisation or the participants.

Future Prospects
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It is hard to say definitively how these New Labour Organising strategies will fare in 

the future. Unforeseen events and shifts in economic and political climates may affect the 

labour movement in unforeseen ways. However, it is important to emphasise how the initial 

successes of strategies like these demonstrate that the labour movement is not, as is 

commonly assumed, something that expands and contracts according to external variables. On 

the contrary, these strategies are emblematic of the fact that the labour movement has 

considerable power over its own future independent of external factors. This, at least, is 

something to take solace in. Similarly, this slowing of union decline that is, in part, down to 

these new strategies is of some comfort, and suggests that growth may be possible in a greater 

number of countries in the near future.

Despite these positive moves, the next decade or so may prove crucial in terms of 

proving the sustainability of these strategies. In many cases the shift from one form of 

organising to another, especially in unions, has brought with it internal tensions that seem 

immovable from such a radical transformation of such massive bureaucracies. As noted in a 

previous section, the Organising Model, for example, is not a separate model of organising, 

rather it is something that must be used in addition to traditional service unionism. As such, 

there may be scope for gradual realignment over longer periods of time in order to soften the 

shock of such an overhaul.

Further transition towards more imaginative and participatory campaigns may well 

prove difficult, and it is imperative that the several important issues outlined in the above 

section must also be addressed. In particular, a continued emphasis on democratisation, 

worker empowerment and the encouragement and training of lay activists at the grassroots is 

critical in my opinion. Without a knowledgeable and active rank-and-file who feel their union 

genuinely wishes to further their interests, rather than acting as mediators between themselves 

and their bosses to stifle struggles, it will be hard to capitalise on recent progress. This may 
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well involve a continuation and escalation of confrontational attitudes and actions that have so 

far proved productive in many campaigns, such as ongoing (rather than one-day) strikes, 

occupations and unofficial action.

Outside the realm of unions, the proliferation of worker centres has shown massive 

potential for further re-acquainting the labour movement with its movemental roots. Their 

brand of grassroots self-help and networked mobilisation of often highly excluded groups 

shows genuine potential as a parallel to union organising. However, remaining in an uneasy 

relationship with unions will not aid either group, and it is imperative for the two to co-

operate more proactively on mutual campaigns. Holding in common a commitment to 

reawakening class politics may go some way to beginning that process. Following from this, 

there is a gap in the market for US-style worker centres in other parts of the world, 

particularly in areas such as Western Europe and Oceania where there is a similar trend of 

entire communities – including, let us not forget, the white working class – being alienated 

from the rest of society.

Fifteen years on from the first signs of change in organising strategies, and there has 

been a notable change of fortunes in some areas. A turn-around in fortunes for the labour 

movement is proving to be an incredible task, but the strategies and ideas of New Labour 

Organising seem to be moving slowly in the right direction. Union membership seems for 

now to have passed its lowest ebb in some places and workers are increasingly rediscovering 

their voice in many different countries. Worker militancy is far from its height, and official 

union militancy remains, aside from the ‘usual suspects’ of the radical unions, very minimal 

indeed. Nevertheless, it seems that both are slowly beginning to re-learn that the only way to 

win is to actually fight: fight hard, but also fight clever. The latter is the majority of what has 

been discussed in this paper, and the increasing sophistication present in New Labour 
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Organising remains nucleic and uneven in many respects but nonetheless shows genuine 

promise.

The New Labour Organising strategies discussed here do not represent the full scope 

of possibilities for new (or rediscovered) forms of worker mobilisation, and they do display 

some significant problems that need to be overcome. The next decade will be pivotal for the 

long-term future of the labour movement, since these new ideas have brought with them new 

challenges and difficulties that need to be addressed if they are to be successful and 

sustainable. What is imperative now is to consolidate the moderate gains that have been made, 

and build upon them positively without losing sight of the ultimate goal. This goal should be 

ambitious, not simply recruiting workers, nor empowering them, but the facilitation of our 

collective self-empowerment as a whole, accompanied by the recognition that every struggle is 

intimately connected to every other. A strong labour movement is built upon such 

connectivity, democracy and solidarity, and the strategies considered in this paper may, 

hopefully, contribute the first difficult and tentative steps in that direction.
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