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CREATING DEMOCRATIC
COMMUNITIES IN THE
WORKPLACE

Elaine Bernard

The most important challenge for labor and society in the twenty-first
century is the question of democracy. Can we build and sustain democratic
communities where we live, in the workplace, throughout the country, and
globally? The New Right, in the U.S. and internationally, fully understands
what is at stake in this battle for democratic control—and they are out to
destroy democracy. For the most part, the New Right is not so crass as to
come right out and say they are against democracy. Rather, they go about
thwarting and rolling back popular control by stealth. Everywhere, they seek
to replace democratic institutions with market mechanisms. They are
attempting to construct a new political consensus which designates virtually
all problems as the responsibility of the individual, whose fate is left to the
mercy of market forces. This program of the Right seeks nothing less than
. the destruction of civil society and community, without which there can be
no democracy.

THE MARKET VIEW

How does democracy differ from market relations? In a democracy, the
practice is “one person, one vote.” The humblest and most distinguished
citizens are equal, with each having only one vote. But in the marketplace, it
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is “one dollar, one vote,” which, despite an appearance of neutrality and
equality, is an inherently unjust equation that privileges the rich at the expense
of the poor. In such statements as “Let the market decide,” promoted as
principle by the New Right, the market disguises human agency and action
and gives the appearance of 2 natural process, while serving the demands of
the wealthy whose dollars have the power to shape the rules of the market.

The elevation of markets as the sole arbiter of value also destroys people’s
sense of belonging to a community. People feel isolated and powerless, which
in turn leads to demoralization. If each of us is on our own, none of us can
change very much individually, so we are forced to accept things as they are.

~ No single individual can answer any of the big questions in our society. An

individual cannot opt for single-payer health care or rapid transit, or address
the problem of declining wages and unemployment. So by default these
“big” problems become “unsolvable.”

Former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher summed up this
anti-social, anti-community philosophy of the New Right succinctly when
she proclaimed that there is no such thing as society; there are simply
individuals and their families. This frightening world view forces people to
seek individual solutions and pits people against one another, reducing social
responsibility and cohesion. If there is no such thing as society and there are
only markets, then government is a waste, and redistributive programs are
robbery. With no society, anything that goes from my pocket into the
community is a scam. Worse yet, anything that goes from my pocket makes
it just that much harder for me and my family to survive. It is a zero-sum
view of society where your gain is my loss, and an injury to one is their
problem. And this is the view that will ultimately prevail if the New Right
succeeds in its attempt to eviscerate democratic institutions—from government
to communities to unions.

WORKPLACE RIGHTS AND DEMOCRACY

It is important to place the issue of democracy in the labor movement within
the wider context of the New Right’s attempt to destroy democracy and
inclusive democratic communities throughout society. After all, what is it
that unions do? First and foremost, unions are about creating community.
Yes, unions improve workers” wages, benefits, and working conditions, and
that is an important struggle in the fice of growing income inequality. But
unions have always done more than simply organize for improved wages
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and benefits. Unions are vehicles for forging a community of interest
among workers, and that is what makes them vital institutions of civil
society throughout the world. Unions help workers see that they have
common interests with their fellow worker, and unions make possible
collective action that can protect the vulnerable and improve conditions
for all.

Yet, in spite of the best efforts of unions, the workplace remains
one of the least democratic environments in our society. In fact, workplaces
should be seen as factories of authoritarianism polluting our democracy.
The workplace is a place where workers learn that they actually have
few rights to participate in decisions about events of great consequences
to their lives. Citizens cannot spend eight or more hours a day obeying
orders and accepting that they have no rights, legal or otherwise, to
participate in important decisions that affect them, and that they can be

— . d tgp bo segsial s -
L—im ‘EMSE‘LW‘M w ay "hit gaca q,rn]'\gr

b




l CREATING DEMOCRATIC COMMUNITIES IN THE WORKPLACE

PRACTICING WORKPLACE DEMOCRACY

To meet the challenge of the New Right and its attempt to destroy democracy
and inclusive democratic communities throughout society, labor needs to
take the offensive. In particular, that means leadership in the struggle to
democratize the workplace, and to make democratic decision-making the
norm in all walks of life. Unions need to become schools of democracy for
workers who do not find democratic practice or rights in the workplace and
increasingly are feeling isolated and powerless both inside and outside of
the workplace. Unions, as the self-organization of working people for
social and economic justice, need to be models of democratic practice in
their activities. Labor needs to teach and practice democratic decision-making
and inclusion within its organizations and work to create 2 sense of democratic
entitlement within society.

But what does democratic practice look like? And how do we balance
democratic rights with the need for effective, disciplined, mass participatory
organizations? At first glance, most of the principles of democratic practice
are familiar. Democratic organizations assure members of the right to
participate in decisions that affect them, equality of representation, access to
information before decisions are made, open debate and discussion about
choices, the right to dissent, and procedures to assure that decisions are acted
upon and that leaders are accountable. Yet democracy in practice is much
more complicated than a series of rules or abstract rights.

Democracy is first and foremost a process, not a rule book. That is,
while organizations can adopt structures, rules, practices, and forms to
enhance democracy, it will be in the daily practice of organizations that people
will judge if there is genuine participation and a real sense of ownership of
the organization by the members. Most of us, unfortunately, are all too
familiar with organizations that are democratic in “form” but undemocratic
in practice. It is for this reason that unions must not only have formal
democratic rights for members but also seek to instill a democrauc practice
and high levels of participation in all their work and organization.

If we look at each of the elements of democratic practice listed earlier,
we can see there is no easy formula for the best practice in all circumstances
and for all sizes of organizations. For example, how do we put into practice
the r_ig‘ht\to participate in decisions? In some cases, with small local unions

or relatively independent components within large organizations, direct

democracy is possible. But with very large organizations which may be
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geographically dispersed, representative democracy is clearly more appropriate
than direct participation. That is because with direct democracy while
formally everyone can participate, sometimes in practice they cannot. If
meetings are held far away from a member’s work or home, for example,
they cannot participate. So, to assure a balance in representation, members
elect delegates to represent them. However, even in these cases, if a union saw
its role as primarily ro facilitate the creation of a community within the
workplace, then it might seek to complement its representative structure to
assure some element of direct democracy, maybe by forming workaday
sub-units, or by organizing workaday meetings and other attempts at
increasing participation.

Equality of representation is another example of a democratic principle
which gets complicated in practice. In its simplest form, equality of
representation is achieved by assuring that each person has one vote.
However, there is often a need to modify structures in order to achieve
the principle of equality of representation in practice. Most national and
| even state organizations, for example, have some formula to assure that
| there is geographic “balance” of representation on leadership bodies
through set-aside positions or some other form of regional structure. Yet
it is a sad irony that while many in the labor movement balk at set-asides
for women or people of color on leadership bodies, most organizations
practice geographic set-asides—as if geography were the most important
representational inclusion question before organized labor today.

The right to participate in decision-making, of course, implies informed
decision-making. But for informed decision-making, access to information
is vital. In addition, the right to participate in decision-making also means
that people need to have real choices before them, so they should have the
opportunity to participate in the formulation of proposals. Real choice also
includes the opportunity to dissent and to formulate alternative proposals
and to participate in open debate over options. The right to dissent further
implies the right to caucus. Every disagreement or alternative proposal will not
necessarily lead to the formation of a caucus—but permitting self-organization
of groups within an organization (that is what a caucus is) is certainly in line
with democratic practice. After all, the right to stand in opposition, alone, while
important, does not really mean very much. But the right to meet with others
and to formulate an alternative, that is a serious challenge, and assures that

pooesjtion and alterpatives will be taken into consideration_hy the mainritvw. .
i -
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While democratic organizations are ruled by the majority, the minority’s
opinion must be heard and taken into consideration. Indeed, the mark of 2
true democracy is that the minority must have the opportunity to influence
and even win majority support. But to assure that the minority really does
have a chance to influence the majority, it must be permitted the ability to
organize—up to and including its own caucus. After all, the majority is
usually well-organized. Dissent or disagreement is not just an abstract
right or a luxury permissible only at certain times. In practice, a good
discussion about direction or policy helps the majority. It plays an
important role in offering choice and even in clarifying and winning people
to the merits of the majority position. Vigorous debate is a sign of health
in a democratic organization. In the U.S,, there is a tendency to see
disagreement and argument as a problem, even organizationally disloyal,
and certainly not as a necessary part of any democratic process. In
Westminster legislative systems (modeled on the British parliamentary
system), the “opposition” is often referred to as “Her Majesty’s Loyal
Opposition” because the concept is that opposition in a democracy is
loyal. In fact, it is a disservice to an organization to have grave concerns
over policy issues or direction and pretend to agree. Raising objections
or concerns, and even formulating alternatives, is the method through
which democratic organizations develop and refine positions.

For too long, the dominant view of many labor leaders and even of
much of the membership has been to see dissent and disagreement as a problem.
It is viewed as at best suspect, and at worst disloyal. There are both good
reasons and bad reasons for this attitude. Because solidarity is so important
to labor, activists and leaders occasionally forget that the powerful unity
that is forged when a decision is made is the product of informed consent,
with serious consideration and exploration of various alternatives.

Of course, the right to dissent does not mean that unions should
become debating societies. After all, another important aspect of democracy
is accountability. Accountability means that if leaders are to be held
accountable for decisions, they must also have the power to assure that

_ decisions are implemented. There is a time to debate and there is a time to

act. But unity in action is best forged when members have been afforded
significant participation in formulating the program of action.

The right to dissent and to form caucuses can, of course, be abused.
Occasionally, the majority and a minority harden into “factions” which,
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rather than informing members of alternatives and facilitating healthy
debate on decisions, turn meetings into name-calling and recrimination
sessions. Rather than facilitating discussion, caucuses can “factionalize”
debate, with members not listening to the merits of an argument but rather
judging comments solely by the commentator. The solution to this problem,
however, is not to ban caucuses, but rather to try and keep them from
becoming “hardened” and exclusive. And to seek to make the forming and
dissolving of caucuses a natural part of organizational life, not just for the
majority (or the executive) but for all sorts of other concerns and interests.
Too often, a minority caucus hardens in response to a hardened and exclusive
“administrative” caucus of the current leadership. Two of the most important
attributes of a democratic union organization are the right to participate and
the accountability of leadership to the membership. These are also the two
most difficult processes to structure in practice. Yet, as pointed out earlier,
there are structures which tend to inhibir, and structures which tend to facilitate
participation and accountability.

EMBRACING DEBATE: THE CANADIAN MODEL

Having observed AFL-CIO national conventions, Canadian Labour
Congress (CLC) conventions, and numerous state and provincial federation
conventions, I have been struck by the differences in delegate participation
between federations in the two countries. The CLC convention and most
Canadian provincial labor federation conventions have more delegate
participation, and in most cases this is not because of size differences.
Rather, in Canada delegates are generally directly elected by their locals to
artend the convention—not appointed by the national leadership, as is the
case in many U.S. labor federation conventions. The CLC and provincial
Iabor federations each have weighted formulas for determining the number
of delegates at their conventions: each affiliated local union receives at least
one delegate and additional delegates are allocated to locals depending on
their size.

This process of direct delegate election with one delegate, one vote in
the convention, seems to have a significant effect on the character of the
proceedings. First, the vast majority of delegates at the convention are local
union leaders, not union staff or full-time officers. Delegates are expected to
report back to their local and therefore tend to be a little more attentive to
the proceedings. Second, resolutions at the convention are drafted by locals,
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and locals expect to hear back about what happened to their resolution and
issues. Finally, because delegates are directly elected, they have a “base” of
support, and they tend to have a real sense of ownership of the convention
and its procedures. Reflecting the fact that the delegates “own” the convention,
generally, formal speeches by union leaders, politicians, and invited guests
are kept to a minimum when compared to U.S. conventions. Nevertheless,
the Canadian delegates still complain about the lack of time for the convention
to debate policy.

While CLC and provincial labor federation conventions may not be
models of participation, there is much to be said for the direct election of
delegates, and for a convention where the delegates decide the outcome on
the basis of one delegate, one vote. This method obviously gives significantly
more power to the labor councils and to smaller organizations within the
federation. While the largest unions still have the majority of votes at
convention, they are forced to deliver delegates to the convention, which
gives opponents an opportunity to talk with and influence activists. And
with each delegate having one vote, caucuses and discussions among
delegates tend to be more important. Delegates feel they have more
power, because every delegate’s vote counts for the same. Generally, it
leads to conventions with more debate, more discussion, and fewer guest
speakers. From a democracy point of view, it is more participatory and overall
it is a more educational experience.

But why this emphasis on debate? What does discussion and debate
have to do with democracy? For informed decision-making, people need to
fully explore policy positions and alternatives. Debate is useful in permitting
participants in decision-making to hear all sides. When decisions are made
after carefully weighing alternatives, and after the leadership has advocated
its position, delegates go home better armed to explain and defend the position
adopted. Having gone through a discussion, they are well-equipped to deal
with questions, objections, and challenges to the adopted position. Too often
in the labor movement, positions are adopted with little or no discussion, or
worse, after only hearing speakers in favor of the decision. Members
participating in such proceedings are often ill-equipped to explain and
defend the position or policy when faced with opposition.

Developing a critical culture within the labor movement, more open to
debate, and more open to discussing controversial issues is central to the
democratic growth of organized labor. Again, while we do not want the
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union to become a club or debating society, we need to recognize that

- throughout our history we have dealt with, and must continue to deal with

very controversial issues, from immigration to affirmative action to
political action. Often it is felt that certain public policy issues cannot {or
should not) be raised at conventions, or anywhere within the labor
movement, because these issues are controversial and divisive. It is as if, by
not discussing controversial issues affecting our members, or by keeping
these issues “off the floor,” the divisions will disappear. But unions, like all
democratic organizations, are about constructing a community of interest.
And this cannot be achieved by trying to bury controversy or drawing an
artificial line between “social and political” issues and “bread and butter”
unionism. What problems or issues are central to the “community” of working
people has changed over time and will continue to change.

Sometimes, we fear controversial issues so much that we play into the
hands of labor’s opponents. By not openly confronting our differences and
problems ourselves, our opponents are able to exploit both our differences
and our failure to address these differences. Yet, sometimes, if issues which
we think are divisive are brought to the floor and debated, we can discover
that we are much more united than we thought.

A case in point from the Canadian labor movement and many U.S.
unions is the hotly controversial issue of abortion. For many years, the
Canadian labor leadership was very hesitant about permitting pro-choice
resolutions to come to the floor of convention. Surely, this was clearly an
1ssue of individual choice that had little to do with organized labor. The failure
to debate this issue at convention in Canada led to some women forming
multiunion caucuses and eventually getting the resolution onto the floor of
convention. The CLC and most provincial labor federations eventually all
voted overwhelmingly for a pro-choice position, and none of the splits,
walk-outs, or resignations that leaders had feared took place. Today, the
Canadian labor movement is pro-choice and the position is relatively
uncontroversial within the movement. This is also true of the few major U.S.
unions which have debated and taken a position on this issue.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE AMERICAN LABOR MOVEMENT

Debating controversial positions on the floor of a convention can help win
people to a majority position, or it can force the majority to reconsider its
position, and most important, it can often play an important role in clarifying

| 12|



| CREATING DEMOCRATIC COMMUNITIES IN THE WORKPLACE |

labor’s position. A case in point of an issue which badly needs to be discussed
openly is the AFL-CIO’s position on political action. The vast majority of
unionists in the U.S. believe that the AFL-CIO’s political position is to
support the Democrats. Yet, the actual position of the labor movement has
for decades been non-partisan. In a tradition which spans back to the
American Federation of Labor (AFL) founding president, Samuel Gompers,
politically labor’s stance is “to reward its friends and penalize its enemies.”
However, in practice, the labor movement has had a very different practice.
There has, for many years, been a close and “special” relationship in practice
with the Democratic Party and leading Democrats—in spite of the formal
non-partisan position. Today, with organizations such as the Labor Party
arguing that labor should reconsider its non-partisan position and become
more actively engaged in political action, a debate on labor’s political stance
is clearly needed. Such a debate, regardless of outcome, could assist in
educating members on why politics is important for labor and why labor
needs to be involved in electoral politics. _

It is widely understood that information and access to information
facilitates participation in decision-making. That is why openness is a hallmark
of democratic organizations. What decisions are taken by an organization and
how they are made should be visible to all members. Interested members
should be encouraged to sit in on executive meetings, or committees or
conferences. There are, of course, some times when a union cannot be
completely open about all issues, such as bargaining or strike tactics. But for
the most part, the vast majority of things that unions do at all levels of the
organization, could and should be open to any interested member.
Exclusion should be the exception, not the rule. Openness is also related to
access to information. Often privileged access to information by certain
members, and exclusion of others, is 2 method of perpetuating leadership

~and preventing serious challenges on policy issues.

Another area where openness and improved communications could assist
in both strengthening the labor movement and making it more democratic 1s
building links among union activists across organizations. This and sapport of
multiunion/community coalitions, such as Jobs with Justice, are activities to
which revitalized central labor councils could certainly contribute. With few
exceptions, activists rarely meet with their peers in other organizations.

Linked to both the concept of participation and accountability is the
issue of turnover and change of leadership and inclusion. The excitement
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generated by the 1995 AFL-CIO convention was at least partially related to
the fact that there was the possibility (and as it turned out, the fact) of 2
change in leadership. Accountability in practice is closely related to turnover
of leadership, or at least the reasonable possibility of a successful challenge
to leadership. For accountability to work, leaders and members both need to
feel that leaders can be removed by members, and that their positions can be
successfully challenged. Procedures to assure leadership accountability are
difficult in practice. Term limits, while assuring turnover, do nothing to
assure accountability and, in fact, might even be counter-productive, resulting
in a constantly changing elected leadership with a powerful, experienced,
non-rotating permanent staff. Rather than methods of assured wrnover,
such as term limitations, procedures that assure open elections at conventions,
j that give all candidates access to delegates and, where appropriate, access to
the membership to campaign for delegate election, are much better methods.
Again, though, they can only work if there is a practice that recognizes the
right to caucus, as challengers will need organization to mount a serious
challenge, not simply the right to personally dissent.

CONCLUSION

This leads us back to the wider issue of democracy in society as a whole and
the goals of a labor movement. What is the ultimate role of labor? Is it merely
to lobby power and get a little more for its members? Or is it to transform
power in society as a whole by extending democracy to the workplace and
the economic sphere and to break up the authoritarian rule of concentrations
of power, influence and wealth? If labor’s goal is the transformation of
power, then it means leading a democratic struggle throughout society. It
also means moving beyond 2 strategy of simply seeking to lobby those in
power, whether by militant or cooperative strategies, and instead, building a
democratic alternative to the concentration of power and wealth. It means
placing democracy at the forefront of labor’s agenda and building a labor
movement which is larger than the ranks of the current union membership.
A movement which can speak for the majority because it is the majority.
Majorities are not found. One does not simply go out and look for one; rather,
like all social constructions, they are built. It means getting involved in
ongoing and disciplined coalitions with labor’s allies, other progressive social
movements, and constructing an alternative democratic agenda for power.
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Seeing unions in this political context is vital to organized labor’s
success and survival. But understanding how politics is changing and the
challenge of the New Right is important in appreciating the ongoing attack
on unjons and the rights of working people. With 14 million members, the
labor movement remains the largest multiracial, multi-issue membership
organization in the country. As such, it is a prime target of the political New
Right which is attempting to further reduce working people’s rights, in and
out of the workplace and substitute markeis for democratic
decision-making. The New Right’s program of privatization, deregulation,
and free trade is aimed at destroying what democratic control we do have as
a community over the economy. To meet the challenge of the New Right
and its attempt to destroy democracy and inclusive democratic communities
throughout society, labor needs to take the offensive. Labor needs to
become the champion of democracy and civil society. The New Right is
attempting to undermine all democratic institutions by turning everything
into an individual responsibility. We need to respond by creating democratic
communities, in the workplace and beyond. But for this to happen, unions
themselves must become models of democratic practice.
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