
Conclusion; an appraisal o f the achievements and pros
pects o f trade union policy

In conclusion we cannot offer the reader a sum m ary o f trade union his
tory, w ith all its successes and setbacks, its crises, crushing defeats and 
lasting accom plishm ents. Instead -  taking the questions posed in the 
introduction as our starting point -  we shall attem pt an appraisal o f more 
than a hundred years o f  trade union policy in G erm any and address the 
issue o f  the “end o f the trade unions” or the “end o f the labour m ovem ent” 
so often predicted in recent years.

*

Trade unions are not an end in themselves. Therefore the following 
appraisal cannot and should not centre on their organizational achieve
m ents or policy statem ents. The question to ask is whether they have 
helped im prove the economic and social conditions o f working people 
and contributed to  political equality.

An assessment o f trade union policy is, of course, also an appraisal of 
social history ever since industrialization gathered m om entum . W ithout a 
doubt, the trade unions have been a vital driving force behind the struggle 
o f working people against exploitation and political oppression, though 
they have not been alone in this. Although it is not possible to  calculate 
exactly what share the trade unions have had in the social developm ent o f 
the past 100-120 years in relation to  the labour m ovem ent as a whole and 
the bourgeois social reformers, one may safely say that for much o f its 
course G erm an social history would have been bum pier w ithout the trade 
unions.

Let us first consider the areas that com prise the core o f  trade union 
policy. Since the late nineteenth century, workers’ incomes have 
increased m any tim es over -  som etim es slowly, som etim es faster -  not 
merely their face value but in real term s (Table 3d). One o f  the m ajor suc
cesses attributable to  the unions is the reduction in working hours. Since 
the m id-nineteenth century the working week in industry has been virtu
ally halved (Tables 4a,b). This, together with longer holidays and better 
pay, has contributed to an undeniable rise in living standards for broad 
sections o f the population.

The im proved “quality o f  life” o f working people also stem s from  the
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steady extension o f financial safeguards against the social consequences o' 
all the hazards that in earlier tim es -  until the end o f  the nineteenth cen
tury, and again in the Depression o f the 1930s -  led to poverty and misery 
Insurance against sickness and disablem ent are now as natural a part oi 
welfare provision as unem ploym ent benefit and old age pensions.

C onditions o f life which are nowadays often taken for granted are in 
fact social rights that were fought for and won with much effort by the 
trade unions; freedom o f association, the right to strike, collective agree
ments, industrial health and safety standards, industrial law, universal 
suffrage, co-determ ination and worker participation at workplace and 
com pany level, and representation on public bodies responsible for every
thing from social insurance to radio.

As a glance at their m em bership figures shows, the trade unions proved 
to be the largest organized force working not only for social reform  but 
also for democracy. Alongside o ther associations and parties they fought 
and suffered -  in part against substantial opposition -  to tam e the systeir 
o f private capitalism  and force it in the direction o f the “social state”, to 
secure and im plem ent basic liberal rights, and to build up and extend par
liam entary democracy. W ith their ideal o f solidarity transcending the bar
riers o f trade, class and geography, with structures providing for the inter
nal developm ent and expression o f an inform ed opinion and the idea of 
the collective defence o f interests w ithin the fram ework o f  a pluralist 
society, the trade unions were (and are) the “schools” and at the same time 
guarantors o f  democracy. The trade unions have never sought to  claim 
absolute power for themselves; though often accused o f w anting a “trade 
union state” , in fact this has never been their goal at any time.

The trade unions have always been (and this also applies to  the major
ity o f  C hristian unions during the W eim ar Republic) the pioneers and 
cham pions o f the free, dem ocratic social state based on the rule o f  law, the 
foundations of which they helped to lay in 1918-19. Again, after the Fede
ral Republic cam e into being, they gave vigorous assistance in building it 
up and m onitoring its developm ent with a critical eye -  as the clash over 
emergency legislation dem onstrated. In doing so, they proved im m une to 
the tem ptations o f to talitarianism , whose advocates, in turn, were (and 
are) unwilling to tolerate an independent trade union m ovem ent.

But the successes should not be allowed to eclipse the darker side o f the 
trade union balance sheet. Let us begin with pay policy. The difference 
between m en’s and w om en’s wages (Table 3e), the im balance between the 
income o f the self-employed and wage earners and the extremely inequit
able distribution o f the wealth produced by the economy indicate the 
lim its o f  trade union objectives and their ability to  achieve them . Even
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cuts in working hours have their drawbacks: m ade possible by increases in 
productivity, they went hand in hand w ith the intensification o f labour 
and  an increase in shift and night work.

Even the most im pressive provisions o f social policy have their weak 
spots. Even today m any who are sick, the long-term unem ployed and the 
old, especially women, sink below the poverty line. The “tw o-thirds” 
society* is a bitter reality. The constant clashes over the cost o f  social 
insurance, leading to  benefit cuts or freezes in tim es o f  recession, when 
they are most needed, clearly dem onstrate that even the advances m ade in 
social policy hitherto  are still liable to suffer attacks and setbacks. This 
also applies, incidentally, to the protection afforded by industrial law and 
co-determ ination and worker participation  arrangem ents. Practically all 
legal provisions -  from workplace co-determ ination to influence over cor
porate investm ent and production -  have loopholes and weak spots, m ak
ing them  vulnerable to efforts to  dem olish positions which have already 
been taken. The confrontations over the right to  strike and the union call 
for a lockout ban also confirm  the im pression that the problem s surround
ing the legal position o f  employees and their trade unions have by no 
means all been -  perm anently -  resolved. It has not yet proved possible to 
detach social policy and industrial law from their dependence on econo
mic developm ent and  economic and financial decisions, in which the 
unions have at best a conditional say and at worst little o r no say, as 
dem onstrated by the fate o f  their plans for securing and m aintain ing full 
employment.

U ltim ately, any assessment o f  trade union policy cannot overlook the 
fact that the unions did not succeed in preventing the disasters o f  G erm an 
history. The general strike debate together with the “policy o f  August 
1914” and the helpless course between com pliance and protest o f  spring 
1933 show the trade unions’ fatal tendency to underrate the ruthlessness 
and radicalism  o f their opponents and the enem ies o f  a socially oriented, 
dem ocratic society.

These defeats illustrate in heightened form the trade unions’ painful 
experience that wage rises and advances in social policy can be clawed 
back. Thus m any employers regularly try to  take back the allegedly extra
vagant “benefits” o f the social state in tim es o f  economic crisis by adopt
ing a ‘roll-back’ strategy -  as if working people had not already paid for 
them  through wage restraint, contributions and taxes.

*
* Translator’s note: The sort of society in which "two-thirds” fare quite well, while the 

other third fare badly.
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During slumps the structural weakness o f the trade unions becomes evi
dent; unem ploym ent, the threat o f  job  losses and a drop in incom es on the 
one hand, and m em bership losses and the “prevailing opin ion” on the 
other sap the determ ination and stam ina o f the workers and their unions. 
T о put it another way, these are the conditions in which trade union policy 
has to operate successfully. Some o f the principal prerequisites o f success 
are: a sound economy, giving scope for wage awards and for conducting 
industrial action; clear aims, related to the workers’ needs and yet at the 
same tim e going beyond the narrow  bounds o f  im m ediate dem ands and 
envisaging structural changes, too; sufficient organizational strength and 
a m em bership willing to be m obilized in the area o f  the dispute, rendering 
the m ilitancy o f  the union a potential threat to  be reckoned with; party 
political backing and broad popular support -  for example, from state
m ents in the media.

W hile these prerequisites o f success depict an ideal situation, so to 
speak, this list details the initial position that is most desirable from the 
unions’ point of view in the event o f  a dispute. Because econom ic develop
m ent is only rarely or indirectly subject to trade union influence -  in times 
o f crisis the unions’ influence on politics and public opinion is inclined to 
be rather small -  the two other features o f successful trade union policy are 
all the m ore im portant. It is in this area that internal union plans propose 
to strengthen the trade unions’ credibility, efficiency and political com 
petence, all aspects which suffered heavily during the crisis o f  the 1970s 
and 80s.

There are a num ber o f organizational requirem ents -  such as the 
expansion o f the trade union press, the consolidation o f internal dem o
cracy and revitalization o f cultural activities -  which, if achieved, might 
boost the cohesion and appeal o f the unions. But for one thing the ir finan
cial predicam ent evidently forces them  to take decisions that have quite 
the opposite effect -  for instance, their attitude to the weekly newspaper, 
“Welt der Arbeit” (W orld of W ork) and the plans for structural reform  of 
the DGB. For another, such measures would probably not be an adequate 
response to the present upheaval.

*

However impressive the record o f trade union policy may appear when 
looking back over the past 100 years o f  G erm an social history (despite all 
its weak spots and less attractive aspects), the current outlook is anything 
but sunny. W ith the developm ent o f new production, office and com m u
nications systems, changes are taking place in working life and the con-
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sciousness o f  working people, the im plications o f  which can scarcely be 
guessed at as far as the form ulation and defence o f workers’ interests are 
concerned. T raditional collective in terpretations o f  conflicts collide with 
the new individualism  o f wage earners at work and at leisure. The trade 
unions are being caught up by a developm ent which they them selves have 
helped to shape. Today’s fiercely asserted dem ands for an individual life 
style are, in fact, largely a result o f precisely the generally high quality of 
life and social security that the unions have helped to  create.

A look at history teaches us, however, that the current crisis in the 
labour m arket, the anti-union crisis plans and the unions’ loss o f influence 
are not “new”. W hat is “new” is the fact that blind economic growth, 
whose chief proponent is industry and on which trade union successes of 
the past were largely based, can and m ust no longer be desirable in view of 
the furious pace at which the environm ent is being devastated. And the 
other “new” factor is the contraction o f the trade unions’ social base (that 
is, male industrial workers) as post-industrial society emerges: in 1987, 
white-collar workers outnum bered m anual workers for the first tim e 
(Table 6b). In im portant industries -  coal, steel, ship building -  the trade 
unions have slipped into the role o f  defending structures that have out
lived their usefulness, while employees in o ther, up-and-com ing industr
ies and services rem ain aloof or reject them. The phrase “the end o f the 
trade unions” is often heard.

None the less, the trade unions have every reason to address this pro
blem in a purposeful way. There are three m ain aspects to  it.

Firstly, they have shown in the past that they are perfectly capable of 
fusing together heterogeneous groups o f workers. The m ost im pressive 
example o f this was the way in which they overcam e the lim itation to 
skilled workers; adm ittedly, they were not so successful in attracting 
female and white-collar workers, or, for that m atter, in integrating foreign 
workers from the early 1960s on. The trade unions always m ade heavy 
weather o f the social heterogeneity o f  wage earners w henever it was a 
m atter o f form ing an association that extended beyond the industrial 
labour force. But despite any am ount o f justified scepticism, the growing 
num bers of white-collar and female workers as a proportion o f the m em 
bership make it impossible simply to deny that the trade unions have any 
chance o f organizing broad-based solidarity am ong wage earners. In any 
case, solidarity has never arisen naturally, as it were, even in the age o f a 
relatively intact working class milieu; solidarity always had to  be worked 
for and asserted and tem pered in the face o f opposition.

Secondly, throughout their history trade unions have proved to  be tho
roughly adaptable. They have adjusted to changes in overall circum 
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stances and the conditions in whicii they have waged their struggle, with
out losing sight o f  their core objectives. The sam e goes for their organiza
tional form. Local trade associations gave rise to national organizations, 
which later evolved into the industrial unions o f  today. The fact that the 
personal proxim ity o f the local union leadership and m em bers long ago 
gave way to the rem oteness o f  the union “m achinery” from  the “grass
roots”, institutionalized by the principle o f delegation, may be a consequ
ence of large-scale organization; none the less, it needs correcting. But the 
process o f change has, crucially, em braced the position and function o f the 
trade unions, too. Today they enjoy widespread recognition in law, by 
employers and by public opinion, though this recognition extends prim a
rily to the function which they have gradually assum ed as a regulatory fac
to r under the existing economic and social order. As the capitalist econo
mic and social system has proved its viability and ability to develop into a 
“social state” , the trade unions have acquired a lot o f new duties and at the 
same tim e slotted into this system.

And yet the unions’ dual role as a regulatory factor and a counter
balancing force, the protective and creative functions that pervade the 
1981 “program m e o f principle”, are more than merely declam atory in 
character. Although the unions see themselves as “service” organizations 
under existing conditions, they are still pressing for structural changes in 
line with the “social sta te” precept o f  the Basic Law. The fact that this has 
frequently given rise to conflict, and still does, is indicative o f  the trade 
unions’ position as a counter-force, which it defends more m ilitantly at 
certain tim es than at others. Despite the shift in their duties and function 
in the direction o f “public” institutions, the trade unions’ trad ition  as 
m ilitant organizations lives on in a readiness to take autonom ous action. 
This m ilitant reform ism  m ust be preserved.

Thirdly and lastly, the conflicts that gave rise to the trade unions in the 
first place persist. For the end -  o r rather, the relative decline in im port
ance -  o f industrial work will not m ean the end o f  paid em ploym ent. It is 
im portant and right to  define the concept and the im portance o f  work in 
m odern society; it is quite unrealistic, on the o ther hand, to adum brate a 
social system able to  manage w ithout paid em ploym ent in the foreseeable 
future. But if  paid em ploym ent continues, there rem ain certain key pro
blem areas that belong to the trade unions’ “trad itional” set o f  duties.

It would be insufficient if  the trade unions were to respond to  the trend 
towards a post-industrial society and the shift in values associated with it 
simply by “ im proving” their solution, dismissing as “false consciousness” 
the wish for individualization shared by, say, wom en, young people, whi
te-collar workers and the technical intelligentsia, as they did in their ear
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lier agitation am ong white-collar workers. The trade unions will have to 
affirm the developm ent o f new, individual needs and possibilities o f free
dom, which ought to  come all the m ore easily to  them  as they helped create 
the social preconditions for this trend.

The desire for individualization is undoubtedly reinforced by the 
breakdown of those systems that, by labelling them selves “socialist”, have 
tainted every dem and for fundam ental social reform s with notions such 
as lack o f political liberty and a low standard o f living. The knee-jerk iden
tification o f  “actual existing socialism ” with the trade union idea o f the 
“social state”, propagated through the liberal-conservative slogan of 
“freedom , not socialism ” , serves to discredit not only Social Dem ocracy 
but also the unions, which m ust face this political and program m atic chal
lenge.

So the trade unions need to reorientate them selves on new lines. For 
the industrial society in transition it is not enough to  hark back to  the ‘bad 
old days’ in order to effect the integration o f  broad strata o f  wage earners 
required to exert political influence. The employees o f  today have less 
cause than ever to identify with the fate o f the exploited workers o f the last 
century. From  studying the early years o f industrial capitalism  they might 
learn how it feels for wage earners to be exposed to  the em ployers’ 
‘deregulation’ and ‘relaxation’ strategies w ithout the support o f trade 
unions -  though this can never replace first-hand experience o f  conflict, 
individual powerlessness and trade union solidarity. The trade unions 
thus need an image o f  the wage earner in which -  in contrast to  the past -  it 
is not only the skilled worker’s individual sense o f his own worth that 
counts but that o f  all wage earners, including white-collar workers. Only 
then will the trade unions be appropriate partners with whom to discuss 
the solution o f workplace disputes and welfare problem s. T heir policies 
must be founded on the perception that there is no such thing as the work
ers or the wage earners -  nor has there ever been.

Recognizing the highly disparate life-styles and interests o f  working 
people does not mean that the trade unions m ust abandon a com prehen
sive vision o f the society they want. But they m ust be more specific than 
before about their goal o f  a solidarity-based society, centred not on tech
nology or econom ics but on hum an beings, and bring it into line with the 
m ultifarious needs and wishes o f wage earners. There are signs o f this: for 
instance, when IG M etall proposes the conclusion o f  collective agree
ments on working hours that include several alternatives, from which the 
works council and the em ployer are free to select jointly  the best arrange
ment for the com pany and workforce concerned. O r when consideration 
is given to union ideas on organizing work to  take account o f opportun it
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ies o f personal self-fulfilment through leisure as well as work. Or in 
attem pts to break down the trade unions’ rem oteness from the company 
and the workplace, which is rooted in the G erm an trade union tradition.

As so often in their long history, the trade unions m ust modify their 
theory and practice in step with the world which their policies have helped 
to change. Points o f reference for this process o f change are provided by 
the problem  areas o f  trade union policy explored in more detail in the 
account given above o f the current trade union program m e debate. 
Dealing with these problem areas will also afford opportunities for work
ing together with the new social movem ents. The trade unions certainly 
have no call to give up their basic principles in the process. Social justice, 
hum an solidarity, libertarian democracy and in ternational co-operation 
are cornerstones o f trade union policy which, given worldwide poverty, 
exploitation, political m anipulation and oppression, the destruction of 
the environm ent and the danger o f  war, have lost none o f their topicality. 
The trade unions face radical changes -  probably m ore far-reaching than 
ever before in their history. But they have not come to the end o f  the line; 
new tasks lie ahead.
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